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Chapter One

 


As the volcano shot thick,
billowing clouds into the atmosphere, Rafael pushed Christina into
the back of the jeep, jumped into the driver’s seat and roared off, heading for
the Rio Caroni, a tributary that led into the Orinoco. Black,
sulfurous smoke filled the air, the earth shook, and fire cracked
and split the banana palms behind them. The forest’s lush green
shrubs, vines, ferns and huge trees shriveled into ash in the
inferno. The landing was just ahead. He hoped the boat was still
there and had not been another sacrifice to the volcano.

An hour later, they were paddling hard toward
Embalse de Guri, the twenty-two foot converted tour boat moving
swiftly with the current. The acrid smell of burning canvas and the
constant smell of sulfur stung the inside of their noses and
produced a bitter, chalky taste in their mouths. Dowsing the boat’s
canvas with buckets of river water had done little to save their
only hope of cover. The gasoline-soaked motor and the extra gas can
were dropped into the river when Rafael couldn’t keep up with the
small fires ignited by burning ash. He was determined to get down
river fast enough to save their lives, but couldn’t if the boat
exploded.

He soaked his bandana and gave it to
Christina to cover her nose and mouth. She constantly brushed
burning particles off her pale skin, screaming when she smelled the
pungent stink of her own burning hair until Rafael began pouring
buckets of cold river water over her too.

Hours later, light ash still blew over them.
Christina, burned, bloody, and wet, and still wearing only her
sacrificial costume of banana leaves, shivered. She watched Rafael,
whose gaze never rose above the band of leaves that barely covered
her breasts. He was taller than the Pemons, with dark, wavy hair,
lighter skin and wearing Levi’s 501 jeans. He wasn’t one of the
chief’s sons. Thank God for that.

"Who are you?" she asked, rubbing aching
arms.

"Rafael Alejandro Santiago Silva."

"You don’t happen to have a blanket or
something on this boat, do you? I'm freezing!"

Rafael raised his eyebrows. He pulled out the
shaman's sacred red jaguar cape and headdress from under the seat
and tossed it to her.

"Here."

Gasping, she grabbed the headdress.

"How did you get this?" she asked, sliding
muddy fingers over the silky fur. "I was sure it was lost." She
took a good look at her rescuer. "You must have killed him to get
it," she said, suddenly wary.

"I thought you’d be grateful," he said, still
scanning the boat for fire.

The large machete strapped to his back said
perhaps she hadn’t yet reached safety. "I am," she said, watching
him carefully. "But all the men in this damn place seem to think
I’m just property they can buy or sell. There’s undoubtedly
something you want. I just don’t know what it is yet. For all I
know, that damned volcano might be preferable to whatever it is you
have in mind!"

Rafael’s face registered shock. "I do not buy
and sell women!" he said.

We’ll see, she thought.

Christina studied the jaguar cape. In their
frantic escape, she was sure she'd lost everything. But now, what
she'd spent years researching was miraculously here, in her hands.
She wondered what its price would be, but didn’t care if it meant
finishing her doctoral thesis in anthropology and adding "Ph.D."
after her name. Nothing can be worse than what I’ve already gone
through.

She looked at Rafael, whose gaze was again
lost in her bosom.

"My face is up here, hero."

"And a very beautiful face it is,
señorita, when the mouth is shut."

Ah, he’s no different after all.

"Where are we going?"

"Embalse de Guri. About two hundred miles
down river," he said.

Christina looked in the direction he was
pointing.

"What direction is that?" she said, surveying
both sides of the river.

"North."

"And what’s there?"

"It’s a reservoir. And there’s a small
village with an airstrip."

"Good." Christina tucked the precious cape
under her arm and stood up. "Thanks for rescuing me, hero. I’ll
take it from here." She set one foot on the edge of the boat ready
to jump over the side before Rafael grabbed her arm and pulled her
back.

"Are you crazy? Sit down! There are
crocodiles in there!" He pointed toward the dark waters. "And other
hungry creatures that would find you—" He looked at the
light-haired almost bare female before him. "A tasty meal! I don't
want to have to save you! Again!"

Her confidence dissolved as she tried to look
past the surface of the dark waters. She hadn't heard anything he'd
said past "hungry creatures."

"You mean like piranha?"

"Sí," he said, stern-faced. "River
snakes as well, usually deadly."

"Snakes?"

"Sí," he said. "Big, long, black
ones."

"Oh, mierda!" she said, brushing ash
from her eyes. "This just isn’t my day." She sat shivering in the
bottom of the boat, tears making streaks in the dirt on her
face.

Santa Maria, this woman is going to be much
more trouble than I thought. I should have gone with Grandfather to
collect medicinas.

The boat now floating with the current,
Rafael turned to look behind them, expecting to see another boat,
hopefully carrying his brothers who were with him on this journey.
There was nothing but the water, rolling and churning its way
toward the Orinoco. Still, he had the feeling they were not alone
on the river.

He turned to see Christina brushing the soot
out of her blond hair. Bruises in varying stages of healing covered
her body, and fresh cuts and abrasions mingled with the scars of
older wounds. The number of ribs he could see told him she’d been
starved and probably suffered from malnutrition. Underneath the
dirt and tears, her face matched the color of the ash that fell on
them. She was shivering and jumpy. She’s in shock, he
thought. He would have to find a way to keep her warm. The jaguar
cape wasn't going to do it. He saw her scratching underneath the
leaves she wore, moving vines and stems that had been fashioned as
a strap, and scratching red marks into an already red and angry
skin. He'd been more interested in what was under those leaves, but
now he paid attention to the leaves themselves. A tiny rivulet of
blood from her shoulder was making its way around the curve of her
breast. These weren't banana leaves. They were much too small. He
reached over and ripped a tiny leaf out of the braid, chewed it
briefly and spit it out.

"Hey!" she cried. "If you're hungry, chew on
your own damn clothes!"

He ignored her. These were coca leaves,
bruised to make the juices run and braided together with thin
vines. The juice of the coca leaf was toxic. To chew one or two
produced a mild euphoria. To wear hundreds of them, their juices
soaking into the skin, was an invitation to an early death. She’s
being poisoned, he thought, looking at the tender skin already red
and burned.

"Stand up," he ordered.

"Why?"

"Stand up!" He yanked her upright. Santa
Maria, don't they ever do what they are told? Before she had
the opportunity to protest, he pulled her to him and sliced the
leaf bikini into pieces, whipping it away from her body and tossing
it overboard. She stood before him, shivering and wearing only ash,
her many bruises and scars, and the red marks left behind by the
coca leaves.

Christina’s mouth opened but nothing came
out. But not for long. She wrapped the jaguar cape around herself
and let loose. "What do you think you’re—stop that, you, you
Venezuelan cabron! This is just great!" she yelled at him.
"I've got one tiny little leaf bikini to my name and you rip it
off! No control! None of you have any control over your own damn
hormones! You complain about women!"

He stood staring at her outburst, then
gripped both her hands in one of his and held them behind her back,
the cape trapped between them. He clapped his other hand over her
mouth. He waited until she quit struggling.

"Be quiet! I begin to see why the chief
decided to throw you into the volcano!" She worked to free her
arms, but he held her fast. She reeked of sulfur. He probably did
too, he realized. She felt soft against him, pressed into him as he
held her. He wasn't particularly anxious to let her go. Women were
temptresses, all of them, particularly Norte Americanas.

"I'm not going to hurt you, so you can
relax."

She stared angrily at him, but stopped
wiggling. He removed his hand from over her mouth.

"You're not?" She appeared ready to jump
overboard at the first move he made.

"No," he said. "You need medical attention.
Look at yourself. You're bleeding and you have raw, red marks all
over you where the leaves touch you."

He released her hands. Still gripping the
cape, she touched the mark on her shoulder that was bleeding, ran
her hands over her chest, and traced the places her coca leaf
bikini had touched her. Her hand came away shaking and bloody.

She stared at him helplessly. Holding the
jaguar cape tight around her, she sat down, staring at her bloody
fingertips as if they belonged to someone else.

Watching her for those few moments, he knew
he needed to get her in the water, shock or not, and right away. He
knelt down beside her.

"Señorita," he said more softly.
"Those leaves are coca, toxic in the amounts that you're absorbing
through your skin. Imoro probably thought he was doing you a favor,
that you would be too delirious to realize what was happening to
you." He removed his shirt, then his boots.

"What am I supposed to do?" she asked so
softly he barely heard her.

"I have to get you into the river to wash it
off. Then I have something I can put on that will help." He saw no
reason to tell her what he knew would happen to her later. He tied
a rope around his waist, tied the other end to the oarlock,
released the anchor and listened to it zip into the water.

Rafael stood up on the seat. He pulled her up
beside him, yanked the cape away and surveyed her again. There
wasn't that much blood. Maybe it wouldn't attract anything that
would view them as supper. He stared upriver again. His intuition,
usually right, said something—or someone—was there. But he saw
nothing.

"Jump in. I'll be right behind you."

She stared at him, wild-eyed. "Are you crazy?
What about the crocodiles! And the snakes! And the piranhas! And
the snakes . . . and . . . and. . . ." She waved wildly at the
water.

"I lied."

"You lied?" Her eyes blazed.

"To keep you in the boat."

"You son of a bitch, you lied? You rip off
what little there is that covers me, scare me silly with stories of
huge serpents in the water—"

He did what he had to do. He pushed her in,
realizing at the last moment that he wasn’t completely certain she
could swim. She hit the water screaming and came up swearing at him
in Spanish.

"Woman, you've got a mouth on you that would
embarrass all of Caracas!" He jumped in after her, came up behind
her and put one arm around her so she couldn't hit him, and held on
to make sure she didn't drown. The cold water quickly took the
fight out of her. She allowed him to gently scrub the sticky coca
residue off her. He refused to look at her face.

"Dunk your head and get the soot out of your
hair. I'll hold you."

A quieter Christina replied. "No need, hero.
I can swim." She pushed away from him and executed a perfect
backwards dive under the water, coming up several feet away. She
was shivering badly.

"Get back in the boat. I need to put
something on that raw skin and try to get you warm. Please behave
yourself. I have risked my life twice to save you. If you're not
going to thank me, the least you can do is cooperate with me."

She began to climb in the boat, but her
strength was drained and Rafael finally had to help her. She looked
for something to dry off, but found nothing.

"Twice? Once at the volcano and when else?"
she asked, rubbing her own arms in an attempt to warm up.

"Just now. In the river. With the sea
serpents." He reached under a bulkhead, found a ragged but dry
cloth and handed it to her.

"Sea serpents. Right." She took the cloth
from him. "Turn around," she commanded. "What am I supposed to
wear?"

He handed her his denim shirt, the only item
of dry clothing between them. A search produced a ragged pair of
cut offs. He handed them to her.

"Don't put them on yet. I have to put
something on that raw skin." He produced a large black bag and
pulled from it a jar labeled 'Wound Salve' containing a reddish
ointment.

"This should feel good."

She grabbed the jar from him. "For you or me?
I can do this part myself, hero. You’ve had enough fun."

She turned her back to him and starting
applying the ointment.

The priests were right. Women are definitely
evil.

"Where'd you get this, hero?"

"I made it from herbs, oil, and beeswax. I
make most of my medicinas."

"Medicines? Are you a doctor?"

"Yes. These are natural, made from plants.
Better for you."

"What kinds of herbs?" she asked, still
suspicious.

"In this salve, I use something called
Sangre de Drago. The Indios use it to help stop
bleeding and speed up new skin and tissue growth."

"Sangre de Drago. Does that mean
'blood of the dragon?'" she asked.

He smiled at her. "Sí. It does. From a
tree. When the tree is cut, a dark red resin oozes out. Looks like
blood."

"Hmph. We’ll see if it works. For all I know,
it’ll poison me even worse than I already am!"

Ay yi yi.

Christina sat down on the edge of the seat
and adjusted the sleeves on Rafael’s shirt.

"Rafael?"

"What is it?"

She hesitated, waiting until he looked at
her. She stared directly into his eyes, noticing for the first time
that they were a magnificent green with dark lashes setting them
off. For just a second or two, she forgot what she was about to
say.

"Ah, thank you. For rescuing me. I mean it."
She wanted to sound soft, sincere. "I'm sorry I yelled at you so
much." She looked away from him. "The last several weeks have been,
ah, difficult." She trembled as she said this, then recovered her
composure. "You understand, don't you?" Staring up at him, she gave
him the best feminine look she could manage under the
circumstances, bit her lower lip just a little, and waited. She
still, after all, had no idea who he really was or what he intended
to do with her. This was a better way to find out. Men always like
the honey.

"I can understand, yes," he said, looking at
her softly for the first time since he'd seen her lashed to that
tree, ready to be sacrificed.

"What about this village? Is it really that
far?"

"Sí. There are some native villages
before then." He looked away from her. "But they are not always
friendly."

She watched him in the semi-darkness.

"Where are you going?" she asked.

"Eventually, home. Back to the
mountains."

"The Andes?" She asked.

"Yes," he smiled. "In Merida. My family lives
there." His gaze dropped to her cleavage again.

"How long before we get to this town? Do I
have time for a nap?" she stretched and curled up on the flat
bottom of the boat. "I don't suppose you have a pillow
somewhere?"

"No, I don't have a pillow. And you have time
for several naps. It'll be five, maybe six days."

"Days?" She bolted upright. "With nothing to
eat, no water, and one shirt between us?"

"Don't worry, señorita, I know how to
survive in the forest and on the river. You won't starve or be
eaten by serpents. Not while you're with me."

"You're not going to sell me to some chief,
are you?" she asked, her tone more fearful than she intended.

"No, señorita. I will not sell you to
the tribes. They could not possibly have enough to pay for you."
She wasn't sure how he meant that, but accepted it as a
compliment.

She shifted uncomfortably on the floor,
trying to find a position where nothing hurt. He glanced at her
from his stand by the rudder.

"I will be glad when you are healed. I know
it must be painful," he said. He shifted the rudder and reached for
the anchor release. "We’ll stay here for the night."

"We don't pull into shore?" Christina
asked.

"No. Fewer insects out here. And too many
dangers there at night. We're safer here."

Great, she thought. No blanket, no
water, nothing to eat, and she was beginning to hurt like hell.

Wild birds called to the moon hanging
overhead like a big shiny dime. The wind moved through the jungle
trees, creating a constant soft rustle that somehow felt comforting
to Christina, reminding her of the pines outside her bedroom window
at home. But the smell of the river and the ash still in the air
told her she was a long way from Minnesota. A jaguar screeching in
the distance confirmed it.

Rafael rummaged in his medicinas and
came out with something that looked like it had been picked up off
the ground after cows went through. He tore off a chunk with his
teeth, handed her the remainder.

"Take some," he said.

"What is it?"

With a full cheek, he replied, "Better you
don't know. Just eat some. You need it."

She managed to rip off a piece and tried
chewing, but found she had to suck on it to soften it first. It was
terribly salty.

"Jeez, I'm going to want water after this."
She chewed a little, realizing how hungry she was. It wasn't too
bad. "Looks like petrified buffalo dung. Tastes like it, too," she
said, grimacing as she chewed.

He grabbed the bucket, leaned over the side
and filled it with river water. He smelled it, then dipped his
finger in it and licked it, making a face. "We can’t drink this,"
he said. He reached under the seat and pulled out a calabash full
of water and handed it to her. "This is okay to drink. By tomorrow
we might be able to drink the river water. I have tablets to purify
it, but it’s still too full of ash. So drink sparingly," he
said.

"Thank you," she said, still wary of him.

"Try and sleep. You need that too," he
said.

But finding a comfortable position on the
hard-bottomed boat proved impossible. She felt damp, cold, and
achy. No matter which way she turned, the bruises on some part of
her anatomy prevented her from being able to truly rest. She had
suffered pain for so long she barely remembered living without it.
But something else was wrong now, or she wouldn’t be cold, weak,
and shivering on a hot, humid evening in the rainforest when the
very air had been set on fire from volcanic explosions. Right now
she'd sell her own Mercedes for two aspirin and liter of Evian. And
something soft for underneath her stinging backside.

Rafael leaned back against the rear of the
boat watching her.

"Come over here," he said, "You can lean
against me if you think it will help. I won't try anything, I
promise."

"Yeah. Right."

"Whatever you wish, señorita."

She watched him for a minute. "Are you
gay?"

"Gay? Oh, you mean . . . no. I'm not gay." He
laughed at the suggestion. He rummaged in his medicinas and
came up with a small bottle of white pills.

"Here. Take these. It'll help the pain."

"They look like aspirin."

"They are."

"How do I know it isn’t something to knock me
out so you can—"

"You don’t. You have to believe me. But you
don’t have to take them if you don’t want to."

Not sure she did believe him, she downed the
aspirin.

"There. Satisfied?"

He said nothing, just took the bottle and
returned it to the bag that held his medicinas.

She folded the cape and tucked it under her
head for a pillow. But before long, she gingerly moved toward him,
finally settling herself in the crook of his arm, her head nestled
into his shoulder. She lay on her side, pressed against him. Yes,
it was better. Nice and warm, although she didn’t understand why
she was cold. This was definitely better. She was asleep in less
than a minute, her arm across his stomach, one leg over his.

Rafael knew the pain was only the beginning.
There was more for her to endure no matter how much he wished he
could prevent it. He felt the warmth of her against him, her breast
pressed into him and one long Norte Americana leg stretched out
next to his. Dios Mio, can I take four or five nights of
this without trying anything? The moon illuminated her face. He
stroked her cheek, the lines from fear erased now. All the anger,
all the impudence had disappeared in sleep. She looked small and
fragile, in need of being watched over. How in hell had she
survived for weeks in that village, he wondered, and what was the
price she had paid?

He watched her mouth open just a bit, the
full lips seeming to pout. Her hair looked silver in the moonlight.
It curled around her eyes, tickling his bare chest. It smelled of
the river. He couldn't remember the color of her eyes. He'd look
tomorrow. He wanted to know.

She was naturally beautiful, even full of
soot and grime, even sick and feverish and full of bruises and
burns, more beautiful than any of the women his brothers had
introduced him to, more beautiful than the five Venezuelan women
who had won the title of Miss World. He felt his heart pound a bit
faster, a growing ache in his groin. The shirt he'd given her was
unbuttoned almost halfway. The curve of her breast was visible. He
ran one finger along the top of that soft swelling, then two, and
his hand slid inside. He let the fullness of it fill his hand,
until he felt her nipple stand up against his palm, and he
remembered how raw they had looked and how she winced when she
rubbed the ointment on them when she thought he wasn't looking.

You promised her, his guide said.

You are not facing the temptation,
Ayar, Rafael replied.

I can remember when I did, the voice
said.

Sí, Ayar. Five hundred years ago. But
Ayar, his spirit guide, was right. He was always right. Rafael
remembered first seeing Ayar when he was five years old. The Incan
high priest looked tall and imposing to a little boy, but he played
with Rafael and told him stories of places that sounded exotic and
far away. He dressed in golden clothing and wore a tall headdress
that shone in the sunlight. When Rafael was eight years old, he
discovered he could hear Ayar in his mind and answer him the same
way. And even better, he could do this when the priest was not
visible to him or when other people were around. He thought this
was a great secret and something he could use to play tricks on his
brothers. As Rafael grew, Ayar’s stories turned into lessons about
the natural abilities that Rafael developed and guidance in the
choices that life presented him.

Now that Rafael was an adult, he didn’t
always comply with Ayar’s instructions, but this time he agreed
with him. He gently removed his hand and tore his eyes away, then
began staring at the moon and playing scales in his head until the
ache in his groin went away, and he too fell asleep.

He awoke sometime later with the dream still
alive in his consciousness. In it, he’d been alone near the river,
looking for medicinas, when he heard the screeching growl of
the jaguar somewhere behind him. He turned to see its spotted
reddish-brown hide partly hidden by the leaves on the tree branch
where it crouched, watching him.

What do you want?

It rose and made a deep purring sound, then
jumped to the ground and watched him for just a moment before it
circled him once, turned and bounded off.

He’d first dreamed of the jaguar before he
and his brothers decided to make the long trip to the rainforest
and the Sabana. Rafael knew the jaguar was the king of the rain
forest because it has no enemies except man. It carried the power
of transformation, bringing first chaos, then renewal to the
rainforest and to those who live within it. To some, the shaman and
the jaguar were the same, taking care of the jungle and its
inhabitants. To see the red jaguar, the rarest of all, was the
greatest of spirit blessings, a gift beyond measure—and an omen of
world-shattering change.

This trip to the rainforest provided Rafael
some time to look for the plants he used for his medicinas,
and it gave his brothers a vacation away from their jobs and
responsibilities. All professional men educated in Jesuit schools,
they enjoyed the decompression and relaxation these trips provided,
and the free-flowing revelry it allowed them without their women
being present. Their father, Roberto, had insisted that all six of
his sons become fluent in English. "It is a new world. English is
now the international language. You never know where you might find
yourselves," he’d said to all of them.

He looked at Christina, sweating, delirious,
and curled against him, covered by the jaguar cape he had somehow
obtained in the confusion. That it had significance to this woman
was no coincidence. He didn’t believe in coincidences. There was a
message here. He just had to decipher it.

Moving as little as possible, he looked
through the darkness to the shore on either side. The feeling that
they were not alone was stronger. But he saw nothing.

Christina moved against him. The coca was
doing its work in her body, poisoning her, creating strange dreams
in her sleep. There wasn't anything he could do for her except
bathe her face with water and try and keep her quiet so she didn't
irritate her wounded body any more.

Occasionally she would wake enough to sip a
little water from the tin cup he held to her lips, and then fall
back into her delirium, clutching at him with wild eyes, or sobbing
into his shoulder, begging him to give her something to make it all
go away. He had nothing. He bathed her face and tried to keep her
warm, even using the shaman's cape over her. If there was any magic
in it, he hoped like hell it would work now. He knew he had to
watch her breathing. Sometimes with this kind of poisoning, the
brain just forgot to tell the lungs what to do. And he hoped she
wouldn't seizure. If that happened, it was all over.

Toward dawn, she fell into a real sleep,
lying heavily against him. He pulled her closer, then found his
flute and softly played a rhythmic lullaby his mother had sung to
him on cold rainy nights in Merida, his home high in the Andes.

She awoke when the sun was barely up, but the
forest was alive with monkeys howling and laughing and toucans and
macaws screeching. He hadn't moved so as not to disturb her, but
he'd been waiting for the last hour for her to stir, admiring the
curve of her bare hip as she rubbed the bruises, then pulled her
hand away because they hurt. He wondered what it would be like to
feel her moving underneath him with both of those pale and bruised
legs wrapped around him. Once or twice during the night, her foot
had rubbed against him as she moved even closer for warmth and her
fingers settled themselves across his chest. He started the scales
in his head again.

She opened her eyes and looked directly into
his face. Deep, dark brown. Her eyes were deep brown. He'd never
seen that on a blond woman before, the blond Norte
Americanas usually had blue eyes. He realized he didn't even
know her name. North Americans were always something else: French,
Italian, German. He wondered what her something else was to give
her eyes the color of the coffee beans roasted in his mother’s
oven. She smiled at him, but didn't seem to want to move away just
yet. Her face was very pale and her hands shook.

"How do you feel this morning,
señorita?" he asked.

"I don't know yet. I’m afraid if I move, I’ll
hurt." But she began to move away slowly, testing her body. She sat
up and swayed a little. "Ohhhhh, no. . . ." She grabbed her stomach
and quickly turned and hung her head over the side. He held her so
she wouldn’t fall overboard. There couldn't have been much in her
stomach, but she vomited long and hard. What little came up was
tinged with blood. That worried him. Finally, exhausted by the
effort, she slid back against him. Gently, he helped her to lie
down on the deck, where she curled up holding her stomach and
moaning.

Zzzzz-thnk! Zzzzz-thnk!

Two arrows flew threw the air and embedded
themselves into the side of the boat next to Rafael. He threw his
arm over Christina pinning her to the floor of the boat, but she
was so sick she had not noticed. Jesus, this is all I need
now! He had to get them moving again. He pressed the anchor
control, but nothing happened. He tried again and felt it pull, but
nothing happened. The anchor was caught on something. Damn! He
raised his head enough to try and see who was shooting at them.

Zzzzz-thnk!

Not a good idea. Christina heard this one and
turned her head to look. Her eyes widened and she screamed.

"Stay down! Stay right where you are! I have
to get us moving, but I have to get in the water to do it!"

Her face still pale and sweating, she could
do little more than nod. The terror written across her face spoke
for her.

Rafael grabbed the rope still tied to the oar
lock. He adjusted the position of the rudder and wrapped the rope
around it twice, then tied it tightly to an oarlock on the other
side of the boat. He hoped like hell this would work. If not, this
woman, whose name he did not even know, would either die or be
captured by somebody whose purpose was not good, he was certain of
that.

He slid across the deck to her. "What is your
name?" he asked.

"Christina," she said, still having
difficulty breathing.

"Christina," he said, holding her face, "say
a little prayer that what I’m about to do works." He didn’t want to
tell her what could happen to her if it didn’t. Instead, he invoked
the spirits to help him, kissed her soundly, and in a flash, jumped
overboard on the starboard side away from the shooters.

Zzzzz-thnk!

Christina tried not to scream, and said the
only prayer she could remember from the few times she’d attended
mass.

Rafael came up near the stern. He dove under
and found the anchor line. If he could get it started, it would
pull itself up. Still underwater, he pulled on the line but it
didn’t budge. Damn! This would be the time!

Stay under the water as much as you
can! his spirit guide said.

I think I know this, Ayar. He followed
the line to the bottom and pulled the edge of the anchor out from
under the sunken log where it was caught. It immediately began to
rise. He let the line pull him up as well, surfacing on the
starboard side. He heard the anchor bump against the catch.

So far, the spirits were with him. He swam to
the bow and catching the end of the bowline, swam underwater toward
the middle of the river where the current was faster. When he
reached the stronger current he surfaced, pulling the bow of the
boat behind him. The boat aligned itself.

Zzzzz-thnk! Zzzzz-thnk!

Christina screamed again. Hand over hand, he
pulled himself back to the boat with the rope, then climbed over
the side. They were moving faster now. Whoever it was would not be
able to keep pace, but he still slid low along the deck to the
stern.

A white-faced Christina raised her head. "Are
you okay? Did it work?"

"Sí," he said, still gasping for air
and dripping river water. "I think we are okay."

"Who were they?" she asked.

"I don’t know. There are tribes along here
that are not friendly. They probably want the boat to get away from
the fires," he said. Or it’s Imoro looking for you.

"God," she said. "I think I’m gonna throw up
again," she said, "whether there are arrows or not."

He raised his head enough to peer over the
gunnels. Nothing happened. The shore was a solid green wall of
trees the height of office buildings, palms, bamboo, thick
liana vines, and thick, bushy vegetation. He couldn’t see
anything except a monkey or two and toucans and parrots flying
between the trees. An anaconda slowly wrapped itself around a
branch hanging over the water, looking for its next meal. Nothing
looked unusual. He raised his head more. Still nothing.

"If you’re going to vomit, do it over the
other side," he said. He helped her stand again and lean over the
side, but nothing much came up, just a little mucus—tinged with
red. She slid back to the deck, still pale and sweating. He left
the rudder tied while he tended to her, keeping an eye on their
course.

He bathed her face again, wondering if the
mild euphorics he had in his bag would help her. He decided against
them. He peered toward shore again. They were moving swiftly now
and had covered some distance. He decided it was safe enough for
him to untie the rudder and watch where they were heading.

Finally, Christina was able to talk. "What
the hell was that you gave me to eat, hero?"

"That's not what made you sick. It was the
juices from the leaves constantly being rubbed into your skin.
You're suffering from coca poisoning."

She tried to lift her head to look at him.
"Coca poisoning? Have I OD'd? Am I going to die?"

"Yes, you've definitely OD'd, but I don't
think you'll die. Try and go back to sleep. When we stop, I'll see
if I can catch something to eat."

"Wonderful," she whispered, "Raw fish sure
sounds appetizing just now, hero."

Jesus, even half-dead she's got a mouth on
her.

She slept on and off all day, waking now and
then to ask for water. She managed to eat some of the mango he cut
up for her. He applied more of the ointment to the coca burns on
her skin. At least they looked better—a lot better than she did.
When she awoke and ate a little more, he'd try giving her some of
the euphorics. It would ease her stomach and calm the shaking.

Just before sunset he released the anchor and
fed another line into the water. He caught three fish and cooked
them in the boat’s cooking pot. She woke enough to eat a fair
amount, which he fed to her, one tiny morsel at a time. It stayed
down.

She slept again, through the night this time,
curled up against him like a sick child, with one tantalizing leg
over his. He made sure the shirt was buttoned up against her
throat. Again, he covered her with the jaguar cape.

When morning came, her face held a little
more color. He still didn’t know her full name. If she'd died, he
wouldn't know who to notify or where to begin to look for family—or
a husband.

Still asleep, she ran her hand up his chest
and tangled her fingers in the curled hair near his throat. Her
toes ran the length of his calf making him wonder just what she was
dreaming about.

"Mmm," she said, her hand criss-crossing his
chest and running down toward his jeans. He grabbed it and held it
over his stomach. She was undoubtedly better this morning, he
decided. She opened her eyes and looked into his tan, stubbled
face.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


The woman was still alive, Vatu realized. He
hadn’t seen the cape, but it had to be with them. How he had lost
it, Vatu couldn’t remember. When the volcano exploded, he’d run
like everyone else, with Imoro close behind him. He’d run to the
river, but his canoe was gone. He jumped in, swimming with the
current until his arms gave out, then dragged himself to shore. He
made himself run through the forest, until his lungs ached and he
collapsed, crawling on the ground into the hollow of a half-dead
tree. It shielded him from the ash until hours later when it
stopped. It was there he realized he no longer wore the Sacred Cape
of the Red Jaguar that had brought him the alliance with Imoro,
chief of the Pemon village.

But his shaman’s power was not in the cape.
It was in the many icaros he sung, the power songs given to
him by the spirits of the plants of the forest. It was in the
mariri, the magic substance carried inside him, and it was
in his ability to manipulate the marupas, the snakes,
scorpions, bats, and toads he kept in the mariri and sent to
his victim to help accomplish his dark purpose.

Imoro was most likely dead. The fat old chief
would not have been able to run very far. The ash would have soon
covered him making him sizzle like a wild boar over the fire. The
image made him laugh with pleasure. Imoro’s plan for the woman and
the cape was now his own, and had, in fact, always been his. He’d
only let Imoro think he was using his magic in his service.

He’d stolen a bow and arrows from a careless
native hunter. He had the white woman’s belongings, which he had
taken from her and hidden. Using them, he was able to track her in
his visions following her energy, and he’d found her, but the flute
player protecting her had some magic of his own. He would use his
sorcery now, and soon the flute player would be dead, and he would
not only have the cape but the woman too.

He was, after all, Vatu, the most powerful
sorcerer in all of the Sabana.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Christina was still weak, unable to do more
than lie against the side of the boat and let him take care of her.
He reached for a banana, peeled it, broke off a chunk and began to
feed it to her. She allowed it, watching him as he concentrated on
getting a small piece into her mouth. His dark wavy hair was damp
and some of it lay in ringlets across his forehead. The
three-day-old beard reminded her of someone she’d seen in a sports
ad: shirtless, sweat on his unshaven face, and long eyelashes over
magnificent green eyes squinting to the sun. There were no perfect
six-pack abs, no hyper-inflated biceps, but tanned back muscles
rippled from strong square shoulders down to the top of his jeans.
He blushed when he saw her looking.

Christina hated being this vulnerable but was
thankful for Rafael’s surprisingly sensitive and caring treatment.
As he fed her, he used his little finger to catch a tiny piece of
banana in the corner of her mouth. She watched his green eyes
concentrate on the task as he did so and wished she felt
better.

She realized quite suddenly that she must
look and possibly smell like hell. Covered with bruises, her skin
was raw and red everywhere the coca leaves had touched her. The ash
had left blotches all over.

"Do you think you could help me into the
water? I'd really like a bath."

He surveyed her. "I’m not sure you can do
anything other than lie there. If you can stand up, we’ll try it.
But keep the shirt on, please."

"Why?" she asked. "Afraid your instincts will
get the better of you?" she teased.

"If they do, señorita, you are in no
shape to accommodate them. I’m not sure you can even stand up."

"What about my burns? Am I infected?" She
unbuttoned the shirt and held it open enough for him to look. "How
do I look? Is it still all red? Is it bleeding anywhere?"

"It looks better, a little less red. I see no
bleeding." He quickly looked away.

"Will you look at my back, please? It still
hurts." She turned around lifting the shirt, revealing still red
and irritated skin from the coca leaves, bruises in vary shades of
black and blue, and splotchy burns from falling ash that were
beginning to heal over.

"The same. Does it still sting?"

"No. That dragon’s blood really works."

He felt her face. It was cool.

She looked for water and picked up the
calabash. "Is this water still from before?"

"No. It’s from the river, but I used the
tablets to purify it. We are far enough away from the fires, I
think. Ah, señorita, I don't know your whole name. What is
it?"

She managed a smile. "You've carried me over
your shoulder away from an erupting volcano, scrubbed my entire
body and rubbed it with ointment, fed me and slept with me, and
held me so I didn’t fall overboard while I vomited over the side.
Now you want to know my whole name, too?"

"Sí. Especially now, I want to know
your name."

"It's Christina Marie Czyzinski."

"Cyz…..Cyz….what is that?"

She laughed at his attempts to pronounce it.
"Polish," she said.

"Polish. I will call you Christina. Do you
have family somewhere? Are you . . . married?"

She smiled at him coyly. "No husband. My
family lives in Minnesota. Where I do. Can I get in the water now?
Are there are any sea serpents here, do you think?" She stood up
rather unsteadily, stripped off his shirt and jumped in the river.
She surfaced and looked at him. "Coming in?"

"You were supposed to keep that on!" he said
angrily. He stepped on the seat prepared to jump in.

"The water feels good on my burned skin. If
you think it needs washing, toss it in. And no fair! Take those
off!" She pointed to his jeans.

Panic-stricken, he looked at her, but
unbuttoned his jeans and took them off, jumping in the river before
she had a chance to make another wicked remark.

Because he wanted to do the exact opposite,
he stayed well out of reach of Christina. If he got too close, he
might lose his resolve. But she was not yet very strong and he knew
she might need his help quickly. He’d removed his jeans for one
reason and one reason only: it took them too long to dry in the
rainforest, particularly if you had to keep them on. Looking at the
many burns and bruises she bore on an otherwise beautiful pale
female body was upsetting on too many levels. He wanted to maintain
a proper medical attitude, but when she opened her shirt like that
and looked up at him with those coffee-colored eyes, he lost all
perspective. What the priests said was true, he decided. Women were
seductresses.

They swam and then returned to the boat,
pulled up the anchor and floated down the river. They saw nothing
except water and jungle, and occasionally a group of women working
at the shore or men standing watching them float by. They went over
some light rapids, which Christina loved and Rafael worried about,
not knowing if this boat would hold together. Somehow, it did.

The sun became hot, and Christina wanted to
jump back in the water, but he would not allow it while they were
moving. Instead, he splashed buckets of water over her and made her
put the ointment on herself. He would not do it for her, he
decided. She could reach every place she needed it. He would no
longer allow himself to even watch. It took his mind off their
safety and well-being. And it makes me think of things I should
not think about.

She slept part of the afternoon, curled up on
the hard floor using the jaguar cape for a pillow, one creamy hip
curved to the sky. He noticed a bruise there he hadn't seen before
and wanted to touch it, soothe it, but stayed firmly at the rudder,
gripping the handle until his palms hurt. He tried the scales in
his head, but they wouldn't play. Baseball stats. That was it. He'd
try baseball stats.

Just before sundown they came to a wide
expanse of white beach. It was on the opposite side of the river
from where the arrows were shot at them. He still felt as if they
were being watched and followed, but the feeling of danger wasn’t
strong.

You will be safe enough here, Ayar
said, but build a bigger fire than usual.

He turned the rudder and headed in.

"We can go in here?" Christina asked.

"Sí. We can see anything coming long
before it gets here. And we might find something else for our
supper. Do you think you can build a fire?"

"If you've got some matches. Is it safe to do
that, do you think? No cannibals or anything? What about whoever
was shooting at us?"

He laughed. "There haven't been cannibals
for, oh, several years now," he said, looking as deep into the
forest as he could in the dusky light. "I believe we will be okay
here. We’re way ahead of whoever it might have been anyway." He
slid the machete into its shoulder strap and put it on, then hopped
out of the boat into the shallows and pulled it up onto the
sand.

Christina’s eyes widened. "You think we’ll
need that?" She pointed to the machete.

"You don’t go very far without it in this
country. Come here, I'll lift you out." She put her hands on his
shoulders and he carefully lifted her into the water. She held onto
him just a moment longer than necessary, staring into his face with
wide, innocent eyes. He opened his mouth but nothing came out. He
recovered his senses, and answered her question.

"Yes, I think it's safe to have a fire. And
you'll be warmer tonight. You won't need me." He glanced at her and
saw her smile at him.

"I kind of liked having you warm me."

Once again he said nothing, but thought
she couldn't possibly have liked it more than I did.

He set a trap and caught three little birds
that he cleaned and set to cooking on a spit. She found some wild
garlic, which added a bit of flavor to them. They ate in hungry
silence.

When they were finished, she sat down on the
cape he had spread for her on the fine white sand, trying to find
the position that irritated none of her burns. She felt more like
herself again, in spite of still dealing with the burns and
bruises. The effects of the cocaine poisoning were almost gone, and
she had a terrible craving for a hot fudge Sunday with slivered
pecans sprinkled over it, knowing she’d probably throw it up if she
actually ate one. She watched Rafael sitting on the sand across
from her poking at the fire with a stick.

"Why did you build such a big fire?" she
asked. "Doesn’t that make us more of a target?"

"Normally, I would not. But someone is
telling me to keep it going strong. I learned long ago to
listen."

"Someone?"

"Sí. You know about spirit
guides?"

"Spirit guides. You mean disembodied spirits?
Like ghosts?"

"Ghosts?" he said.

"Uh, yes, spirits. You know. They float
around and scare people."

"Ah. Fantasmas. No, not quite like
that. They are beings that act as spiritual guides. We all have
them. Some of us can tune in to them."

"Really? That sounds like something I’d like
to know about."

A large, dark form swooped down in front of
the fire close to Rafael, then back up into the darkness. Another
one came from another direction and brushed his hair. He jumped to
his feet.

“Mierda! Now I know why! Bats!" He
picked out a thick branch from the fire and swung it at the black
creatures, singeing the wings of one of them. He watched it fall
into the river.

Christina did not scream, but watched the
inky creatures swoop and dart over Rafael’s head. "For some reason,
they like you, hero." She picked out another flaming branch from
the fire and wielding it like a baseball bat, swung at them when
they came low enough and succeeded in setting one on fire.

She heard Rafael singing a strange song as he
continued to swing at them. Two more fell on the sand. Then they
stopped.

"Come here, Christina!" he said, pulling her
to him and standing as close to the fire as possible without
getting singed himself. He repeated the song over and over holding
her to him until he was certain they were gone. He looked her over
closely.

"They did not bite you, did they?" he
asked.

"Hero, they didn’t come anywhere near me.
They were more interested in you. Maybe I should check you
over."

"Do it. Look," he said, turning around for
her examination. He ran his hands through his own hair and looked
at his palms for blood.

"I don’t see any blood. But I wish you had
another shirt," she said.

"I really wish I had a shotgun," he said,
looking back up at the sky.

They sat on the sand again, staying close to
the fire.

"What were you singing, Rafael?"

"An arkana. A song for protection. It
calls the spirits to take away—" He hesitated. "Evil things."

"Do you think there will be more?"

"We will watch for a while and keep the fire
high."

"Should we get back in the boat and go out in
the middle of the river? Would it be safer there?"

"It wouldn’t matter," he answered. "And we
couldn’t have a fire."

Christina looked at the two dead bats on the
sand. "Maybe you should teach your song to me," she said.

"I will if you like. You weren’t afraid of
them," he said, smiling at her.

"No, but it doesn’t mean I want one for a
pet! We used to see them all the time when we were on the lakes or
camping in the woods. But they didn’t swoop down at us like
that."

"They probably weren’t vampire bats like
these," he said.

"Oh. No. Probably not," she said.

The night was warm and humid. There was no
wind and the forest, too, was quiet, except for the constant drone
of insects. Christina looked at the sky and marveled again at how
clearly she could see the stars, spread so thickly in some places
they blurred into each other. It’s as if the gods dropped a
giant jar of glitter scattering it everywhere.

Rafael reached for his flute and leaning
against a rock, began to play a sweet and melancholy piece that
made her want to cry. Why, she didn’t know. She watched his fingers
moving on the small pan flute and his obvious enjoyment of playing
it. He'd done an awful lot of rescuing these past few days. She
would undoubtedly be dead at least twice had it not been for the
man with the green eyes.

"That was beautiful. Can I ask you a
question, Rafael?"

"Whatever you like, Christina."

"You’re not married are you?"

He smiled at her. "No, I am not."

"That seems unusual to me. Is there no
one?"

"No, but not because my brothers haven’t
tried to find a wife for me. Why do you want to know?"

Christina drew little circles in the sand.
"Oh, you just seem so caring, taking care of me the way you did.
And you didn't even know me, yet you rescued me from a horrible
death at great risk to yourself. You had no reason whatever to risk
your life for mine. I just want to know who you are, that's
all."

"You did not belong in the arms of the
volcano goddess, Christina," he said.

"Funny. I felt the same way. But that doesn't
tell me why."

"In my family, the men are taught to respect
women. It's not that way in many other regions, but where I live,
it is. The women in the city are—not suitable."

"Not suitable? How?"

"They are too interested in things that have
no meaning. And most of them are not . . . ." He looked at her, not
sure how to finish that sentence.

"Not what?" she asked.

"Not . . . ." He struggled for words.

She realized suddenly what he was trying to
tell her.

"Not virgins?"

He let out a deep breath. "Yes. Not
pure."

"Not pure. Wow."

"And other things as well."

"And I suppose you’re pure?" she teased.

He looked accusingly at her. "It seems to me
that if a woman is expected to be pure, it’s only proper that a man
be also."

She blinked in disbelief.

"I know it's a foreign concept to Norte
Americanos," he said. He looked directly into her eyes. "And
just because I haven't, doesn't mean I don't know how. I've read
the books. I know how it works."

Her eyebrows rose in an amused smile.
"Really? Textbook knowledge without the practical application. I'm
sure you'll make somebody a fine husband!"

His eyes brightened and he glared at her.
"You can't avoid the smart remark, can you, señorita?
Always some way to be offensive." He stood up and walked back and
forth on the other side of the fire.

"Rafael, I'm sorry—" she started.

"Let me tell you something else! I grew up
going to a Jesuit school. The priests told us all about women,
particularly women like you! Worldly women they called them, ready
to steal a man's soul to gain his possessions and his name! Willing
to be used in order to use them!"

Christina was stunned, her mouth hung open,
her eyes like saucers. "You really believe that?"

"Keep quiet for once, woman! Ever since Eve
in the garden, señorita, women have been the temptresses,
used by el diablo in order to deceive men! They will say
anything, use all the charms God gave them prostituting themselves
for evil!" He angrily threw the stick in the fire.

She couldn't believe what she was hearing.
Nobody believed that anymore. But he did. Her rescuer, the man who
so lovingly tended her burned and poisoned body, thought she was
from the devil.

She stood up and faced him.

"You—think I'm evil?" she asked
incredulously.

He faced her squarely, his eyebrows knit
together, his face hard and cold. "I think, señorita, that
you are everything the priests talked about! You have done nothing
but tempt me, you have a filthy mouth, and you conduct yourself
like a whore! I would say that's evil!"

Christina eyes widened in bewilderment, and
then narrowed with anger. "The Jesuits have certainly done a good
job on you, hero! And don't tell me you weren't interested! You've
been looking at me like I'm a tall, cool drink of water and you're
mighty thirsty!"

"When you present yourself as a puta,
you will be treated like one. It just proved my point."

No words came to answer him. You sound
like my father, when he—but she stopped herself from
remembering. She stared at Rafael in shocked silence, hurt welling
up inside her. She stepped away from him, a lump growing in her
throat. Pulling the shirt more closely around her, she looked out
into the forest then back toward the river. There was nowhere for
her to go. She had to stay with him at least until they were closer
to civilization. But she didn't have to stay close to him. She felt
as if she'd been stabbed, energy draining from her down through her
feet into the sand. She didn't understand why he had turned against
her.

"I'm sorry you think so," she said very
softly. Backing away from him, she picked up the cape, spread it on
the sand and sat on it. She turned to him again. "Wake me when it's
time to go." She turned her back to him and lay down.

He said nothing more to her. The hurt she
felt dissolved into anger. She hadn't deserved that and didn't
understand where it came from. She'd begun to trust him and rely on
him over the past two days, a welcome relief from the chief and his
sex-starved sons. If she thought she could find her own way, she'd
do it. But she didn't have a clue where to go, was without shoes,
and was in fact, half-naked. She was totally dependent on him at
the moment. There was nothing for it but to stay as far away from
him as she safely could, talking as little as possible, until they
reached some form of civilization and a telephone.

But the shock of his opinion weighed on her
mind, and still cold, her burns stinging and her body still aching,
she willed herself to sleep.

Rafael stood rooted to the sand, staring
after her as she walked away from him, his anger spilling out of
him through his breathing. He hated having to explain this,
especially to her, an outsider. She was obviously not a virgin and
not married. That says a lot about who she is. He was
glaring at her, angry at the attitudes he'd seen in a hundred
others, but his anger reached a boiling point with her. This blond
gringita had touched something in him that no one else had.
And she'd betrayed that feeling with her behavior.

He watched her pick up the cape and spread it
out farther away from the fire than was safe. He watched as she lay
down on it, her back to him. He could feel her anger, rising from
her in explosive red waves. As he watched her lying on the cape,
curled up into herself, his own anger began to drain away. And the
Rafael that the Catholic Church hadn't touched began to take its
place.

Good job, Ayar said. Your Jesuits
would love that.

Damn. The unfairness of what he'd said
hit him full in the gut. Jesus, this is just a little gringa,
betrayed by her guide and sold to the natives. She used
whatever she had, did whatever it took to survive. He didn't really
know what that was, but had a good idea. No wonder she hadn't
trusted him at first, but was willing to use what she had. And all
she had was her body, that gorgeous, pale-skinned, full-bosomed and
wide-hipped work of creation that meant God loved women after all
or he wouldn't have made them look like that.

Mierda! The priests may have told him
all they knew about women, but they didn't tell him how to handle
one. He'd just screwed that up all by himself. He didn't think he
knew how to fix it, but at least had to try.

What do I do, Ayar?

Whatever you do it will be the wrong
thing. So simply wait, Ayar replied.

But watching her back and knowing how much
she still must ache, Rafael’s conscience bothered him too much to
leave it alone.

"Christina?"

No answer.

"Christina, I'm sorry."

Still no answer. He walked to where she lay,
her back still to him. He knelt down on the sand behind her and put
one hand lightly on her arm.

"Listen to me, por favour."

She sat up and whirled around to face him.
He'd never seen a look like that on any woman's face. He realized
Ayar was right, and the best thing he could do was leave her alone
until her anger dissipated. He stopped talking, stood up and backed
away. She said nothing, but continued to glare at him. He was
thoroughly glad she did not have any kind of weapon.

Rafael sat on the sand between Christina and
the fire. At least if there was a need, he'd be that close. The
bats were not a coincidence. Someone was following them and trying
to kill them, or maybe just him. It had to be Imoro’s shaman, whom
he had not seen before this trip to the village. Imoro wouldn’t
have the ability to do it. If he was trying to kill him, that meant
he wanted her alive. For what purpose, he couldn’t yet imagine, but
it was much worse than he thought, if he wanted her this badly.

He watched Christina, who had turned away
from him and seemed to be asleep. She was lucky to even be alive
and he intended to keep her that way. He was restless for a long
time, watching one delicious hip outlined against the moonlight,
and wishing the she was curled against him, those pale Norte
Americana legs entwined in his.

Somehow he had to make this better. Tomorrow
she'd be less angry; he'd do something to regain her confidence.
Jesus, why didn’t the priests tell me about this?

He woke several hours later to a pale dawn,
parrots and macaws screeching in the nearby trees and the pelicans
already diving for fish. He turned over and looked for Christina.
The indentation where she had slept was still in the sand, but
Christina and the cape were gone. He was on his feet in a second
searching the expanse of sand with his eyes. No Christina. Feeling
panic rise in his throat, he stopped dead and breathed into his
solar plexus, allowing himself to feel the calm.

If they'd been approached during the night,
he would have been killed. And there were no other footprints. She
left under her own power. How far could she be? She had no
shoes, practically no clothes, no food, maybe some water. She had
no clue which way to go besides to follow the river. He found
footprints leading out of the sand into the forest. But within
twenty feet he could no longer see them. Still, if he followed the
direction they led, downriver, he'd certainly find her. She was
gutsy, and had a knack for survival, that was sure. She'd probably
know enough to stay in sight of the river.

He walked a short distance still looking for
her footprints, but saw none. When he needed to use his machete to
clear a path, he realized she couldn’t have gone in the forest. He
turned around, surveying every direction.

"Christ," he said, "she couldn’t have just
disappeared." He envisioned her sooty Anglo face looking up at him
as he scrubbed it in the river, the coca burns across her breasts
and stomach, bruises on every part of her body, her total trust in
him when she was the sickest. God, if she were dead, if she'd been
taken by anything, he'd never forgive himself.

The priests were full of shit, he decided. If
there were anything on this Earth more deserving of respect, it was
her. Whatever she had done, she’d done to save her own life. He
would get her to safety and kill anybody that wanted to harm her.
And right now, he was guilty of doing just that. He'd created this
little situation. He’d made her distrustful and angry enough to
leave.

Something moved in front of him, low on the
path. He still held his machete, but sat very still, waiting. He
saw whatever it was move behind the trees and finally move onto the
path well in front of him. The red jaguar watched him, silently,
curled its tail upward, then took off on the path back toward the
boat. It wanted him to follow.

He took off after it. In less than two
minutes he was back on the beach, looking once more for signs of
her footprints. There were too many to tell which ones were hers
and which were his, but the red jaguar stood amidst the lianas and
shrubby trees, a deep growl coming from it as it stared out toward
the water.

Rafael turned toward the boat. He looked
again at the jaguar, but it was gone, silently and quickly, as if
it had never appeared. He looked toward the boat again when he
noticed a shadow sitting in the back of it, leaning against the
side. He gripped the machete and kept walking. The shadow didn't
move, but seemed to watch him. Whoever it was, he wasn't very big,
maybe an Indio looking for food.

At that moment, the sun peaked over the
horizon and reflected against the gold hair of the shadow. Gold, he
thought? He squinted against the sun, saw the shadow move and
noticed the shirt collar. Jesus, it was her! He ran the rest of the
distance, broad jumped into the boat, popping the top button on his
jeans. She sat complacently staring at him. She didn't speak.

In one more step he was in front of her,
lifted her up off the seat and pulled her into him. He kissed her
hard, tongue shooting into her mouth. One hand reached up under the
back of her shirt, found her bare back and pulled her into him.

For a few seconds, Christina kissed back,
sucking on his tongue, arms reaching around his neck. Rafael was
about to pick her up and lay her on the floor when he felt a
searing pain in his groin, doubling him over. She'd taken her
opportunity and kneed him good and hard. He couldn't speak and fell
to his knees.

She backed away.

"Surprised your spirit guide didn’t warn you
that was coming, hero. When you're recovered, get this damn boat
under way." She moved to the bow, sat down and watched him agonize
on the floor.

It took several minutes, but he got up off
his knees and sat on the seat. He looked at her, unable to be angry
with her.

"I deserved that, didn't I?" he asked.

"Yes. You did," she said contemptuously.

Eventually, he caught his breath and stood
up.

"Christina. I'm sorry—"

She interrupted him. "Hero? I don't have
anything to say to you. And I think you've said enough to me. Get
this boat moving. The sooner I'm out of your company, the
better."

She turned around and faced the front. She
was ready to go, ready to be rid of him.

Rafael wished he knew exactly what to do. He
pulled up the anchor, pushed off, and steered them away from shore
out into the current. He watched her back for the next several
hours, wondering if the red jaguar had appeared to help him find
her or if it was all a vision. But he knew he’d seen something
real.

Christina took water when he offered it and
accepted food from him. She answered him in one syllables, if at
all. Once she asked him how much farther, once for the jar of
ointment for her burns. She applied it so he could not watch
her.

All day they floated downriver, barely
speaking, Christina looking ahead for any sign of civilization,
Rafael looking at Christina’s back.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


When the sun began to sink, Rafael watched
the passing panorama for signs of a place he could drop anchor. He
wasn't really comfortable in this section of the river and he still
worried about the attack on them. The river here was full of
sandbars and reeds, shallows and areas that were swampy: just the
kind of place that crocodiles loved. Tall trees shrouded the
embankment in shadows. But there was a line of rocks and a sandy
beach on the other side. A crocodile would find it difficult to
make a beeline for them through those.

He steered closer to shore and tossed the
anchor into the rocks. Christina stood up on the seat, ready to
jump in.

"Christina, don't go in the water! This is
the kind of place crocodiles love."

She looked at him coldly. "I bet there are
piranhas and big black snakes, too," she said sarcastically, and
jumped in before he could stop her.

Jesus. He jumped in after her, grabbed
her and pulled her back toward the boat.

"I'm serious, woman! Get back in the
boat!"

But she slipped out of his grip and dove
underwater, eluding him. Why are women like this? You tell them
something and they don't believe you.

She surfaced, bobbing high out of the water,
his shirt clinging to her, about fifteen feet from him. He watched
her brush the water from her eyes and push back her hair. And he
watched a long brown log float purposefully toward her. What he
could see of it was maybe twelve feet long. Holy Mother of
God.

"Christina! Come here! Right now!" He was
going to have to go after her. He began to swim toward her.

She shot him a disdainful look, dove
underwater again, and surfaced ten feet to his left. The log
changed direction. His stomach turned to lead. God, why does any
man want a woman? They are impossible!

"Christina, turn around and look! That log
you see is a crocodile, a big one. Get back to the boat and get in
it! Now!"

If it wouldn't have been for the fear
reflected in his eyes, she probably wouldn't have paid any
attention. But that reflection and his tone made her believe him.
She turned around and watched the log floating in the river.
Upstream.

Screaming, Christina swam fast toward the
boat. Gripping his machete in his teeth, Rafael swam after her,
making himself the new target. He watched the croc closing in and
stared in horror as it submerged altogether. That meant just one
thing. It was getting ready to attack. He heard splashing and
Christina trying to climb into the boat, finally landing with a
thud on the wooden floor.

With powerful strokes, he swam toward the
boat, yet just a few feet from it, the huge croc was almost nudging
his feet. He reached the side of the boat, grabbing the edge to
pull himself up. Behind him, the giant jaws full of jagged teeth
opened and closed. The huge reptile rolled and submerged, lashing
Rafael with its powerful tail, creating a splashing, watery chaos
as it sought to drown its victim before it ripped it apart and fed.
With its victim lifeless in its jaws, the crocodile, again eyes-up,
floated alongside the boat toward shore.

But this day, the crocodile would not be
lunching on Rafael Alejandro Santiago Silva. What it gripped as its
victim in the crooked line of its teeth was one of the boat’s
six-foot oars that Christina, still shrieking, jammed in its mouth
as it had lunged for Rafael.

In the most foolish maneuver he would later
think he'd ever tried, he embraced the back of that huge yellowish
brown animal with his left arm, catching it and riding it for a few
feet, long enough to gain position and slash it, first in one eye,
then the other. The crocodile rolled automatically, hoping to catch
him with its tail. But knowing he'd blinded it, Rafael pushed
himself away from the animal's most powerful weapon.

Without being able to see its prey, the croc
slid off into the black water, leaving Rafael alone. Bleeding, but
not yet feeling the pain, he swam back to the boat. A still
screaming Christina pulled him over the side, where he lay gasping
on the floor of the boat, blood and water pooling around him.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


"Christina, shut up! I'm okay! Well, mostly
okay. You need to look."

Christina stood in the stern of the boat,
shaking. But she shut up when he told her to, caught her breath and
knelt down to check him.

Pain began seeping in now. He watched her as
she gingerly touched his side, moving him just a little so she
could see more clearly. "What does it look like? Describe it to
me," he said, trying to sound calm and in control.

She gently moved his arm, staring at the gash
that began just under his left collarbone, curved across his ribs,
and ended just below them on the right side.

"Oh my God, Rafael, it's got to be at least
twelve inches long and it’s opened up your chest pretty well. I
can't tell how deep." He felt her fingers barely touching him.

"Put your little finger in it and tell me how
deep it is. Do you see any bone?" He heard her squeal, and then
catch her breath again.

"It’s a big gash," she said. "Maybe half an
inch. No, I don’t see any bones. It's bleeding pretty good. Or
maybe it just looks like it from all the water. I think it needs
stitches." Her eyes searched the boat. "I need to find something to
stop the bleeding."

"I think that cloth is in the bow. Use it.
Press down on it to help stop the bleeding."

Christina found the cloth and applied
pressure to Rafael’s wound. He grimaced but let her do it.

"Do you think you have any broken ribs?" she
asked.

"No, probably just bruised. I’ll hold this
and try to keep pressure on it myself. You find my bag of
medicinas. Look for a red bottle. Inside it is a powder.
Sprinkle some of the powder in the wound. It'll burn me just a
little, so don't be surprised if I yell. Then find the bandages I
have in the bag. You’ll have to use more than one, or use the
towel, maybe."

She scrambled to do what he said. When she
sprinkled the powder, he grimaced but didn't yell. "This towel is
too dirty. I can't use it. It'll cause infection." She used three
of the bandages, then took off her shirt and ripped off the
still-wet sleeves. She put what remained of the shirt back on. She
tied her makeshift bandage together and wrapped it around him,
positioning the widest portion over the wound.

"Now what?" she said.

"You could leave that off," he said looking
at the unbuttoned shirt. "It would help the patient's morale."

Christina looked amused, then offended.

"I meant, hero, what else can I do for your
wound?"

"Look in the bag again. There's a little
white bottle with some brown pills in it. Give me three of
them."

She found the bottle, gave him the pills.

"What are they?" she asked.

"Herbs that act like antibiotics."

"Why didn't you give me some before?" she
asked.

"You weren't infected. You were poisoned. The
ointment worked on the outside. You had to rid yourself of it on
the inside. These wouldn't have made any difference."

"Oh. Now what?"

"See if there's any eel left."

"Eel? Ech! What does it look like?"

"It's what you called petrified buffalo dung.
What we've been eating."

She looked at him, white-faced.

"Eating? Eel? Why didn't you say
something?"

"Because, woman, you would not have eaten it!
Find it? Bueno. Take some yourself. Then give it to me."

She made a sour face, bit a chunk of the eel
and handed it to Rafael.

"God. No wonder it's so salty.
Blech!"

Rafael worked on the eel, and then grabbed
her hand.

"Christina? If I fall asleep or pass out,
stay on the boat. We're fine where we are. There's still some
water. You'll be okay. Just don't get out."

"You think you'll pass out?"

"I do not know. It's starting to hurt more.
Look at it again. See if the bleeding's stopped."

She looked. "I think so. The red's stopped
spreading anyway. What should I do if you pass out?"

He thought for a minute. "Stay close to me.
Keep me warm. You could share your jaguar cape."

Christina shot him a disdainful look. "I’m
not getting close to you, hero. But I will make sure you are
warm."

"You could start now," he said, eyeing her
still-unbuttoned shirt.

"Listen, hero, you're wounded, and neither
one of us is in any shape for anything more than basic survival. I
will repeat your advice to me, back to you. Behave yourself. I will
keep you warm, but not in the way you're thinking. And besides, I
thought I was evil. You might be contaminated by me, you know, end
up in eternal hellfire and damnation." Her face became stern. The
hurt from his words of last night was still there.

"I tried to tell you six times, I’m sorry.
I'll explain it all to you later. But Christina, I am sorry. I was
so wrong, not only in what I said, but to say it to you like I did.
Please, forgive me."

She looked at him, lying on the floor of the
boat holding his side. His green eyes looked earnestly up at her;
his free hand reached for her face and caressed her cheek.

She wasn’t ready to be nice just yet. "You
probably need to sleep," she said.

His hand slid from her face down her neck to
her chest before she caught it and removed it.

"God, you're so. . . ."

"Is this the way all Venezuelan men react to
being injured by a crocodile? Take it easy, virgin. Apply that
energy to healing your wound. Do you want anything else to eat
first?"

"No," he said. "Maybe later. The pills will
probably make me sleepy. Stay close so I know you're safe. Take the
machete. Hold on to it."

She shifted her position and Rafael lay with
his head in her lap. She put the cape over him, making sure his
wounded and bruised chest was covered.

"Now go to sleep. Sheena of the Jungle will
protect you."

He looked up at her before he drifted off.
"Wake me in two hours to take more of those pills."

Don’t worry, Rafael. We will help her,
he heard Ayar say.

Now it was her turn to lie awake, listening
to the constant rustling sounds of the jungle and the water lapping
at the sides of the boat. Monkeys screamed at each other in the
distance. Macaws squawked, and somewhere she heard a strange
chur-i chur-i repeated over and over. Her rescuer was lying
wounded, his head in her lap. She watched him while the moon was
still up, running her fingers through his dark hair, checking his
forehead for fever. She wasn't afraid, even when something bumped
the boat once or twice, pushing it against the rocks. She dozed
off, but another bump to the boat woke her. She grabbed the machete
but could see little now that the moon had set. It bumped again,
and she realized it was only the water pushing the boat toward the
rocks.

Rafael was asleep, his head still in her lap.
She felt his forehead. It felt too warm and she reached for the
pills. He woke up enough to take them and ask if she was okay, then
fell asleep again, holding her hand to his chest. She removed it
and felt his bandages but they still felt relatively dry. She slept
again.

She awoke as it was getting light. Rafael
moved restlessly on the floor of the boat, his head no longer in
her lap. His face was wet with sweat, his dark hair curled in damp
ringlets across his forehead. He was burning with fever. The
bandages still felt dry, but she knew there must be infection and
lifted up the makeshift bandage to take a look. Where his chest
wasn’t red from infection, it was turning black and blue. He was
going to be sore for a long time. His eyes opened but didn’t seem
to focus. Delirious. Great. He whispered something, but it was not
English or Spanish and sounded more like chanting than anything
else. She bathed his face with some of the water and managed to get
two more pills into his mouth, then a third one for some insurance.
The cool water revived him a little and he focused on her face.

"Cataplasma," he said, and pointed
toward shore. "Poner una cataplasma," he said and put a hand
over his wound.

What the hell was 'cataplasma'? His
eyes closed again, and he toned the chanting sounds, holding
tightly to her hand.

What did he want her to do?
'Cataplasma' sounded familiar. It was on shore, whatever it
was and he wanted it for his wound. Plasma, plasma, plaster . . .
plaster? Maybe a poultice? It made sense. Poultices drew out
infection. She looked at the shore, only about fifteen feet away,
but she’d have to get the boat around the rocks. Or she’d have to
wade through the water and leave the boat. But he’d told her to
stay in the boat.

And how was she supposed to know what to get?
Standing on the seat by the rudder, she looked at the space between
the boat and the shore. The waters were dark but there was a line
of rocks that led almost all the way to shore. She’d have to wade
just a few feet, or she could possibly jump it. Hopefully, there
were no more crocodiles or anything else that would be interested
in slithering, crawling, or sliding over her. She looked at Rafael,
sweating and delirious on the floor of the boat. She gently shook
his shoulder.

"Rafael! What do I get? What does it look
like?" She shook him harder. He turned his head and tried to
focus.

"Plantain," he said. "Little leaves." His
eyes fluttered close. "Ribs," he said softly. "Ribs."

"Little leaves. Great. I wonder what he means
by 'ribs.’"

She looked at the dark water and the shore,
where she hoped to find "little leaves." She fastened Rafael’s
machete to her cutoffs, noticing the braided red strap and the
carving on the handle when she did so. It hung down to her
knee.

She studied the waters and the trees by the
beach as much as the early dawn light would allow. This was the
time of day you went fishing in the northern lakes. It was feeding
time for the fish. She hoped it wasn’t that way here. Nothing she
could see looked dangerous. It was what she didn’t see that worried
her.

Gripping the side of the boat, she eased
herself over and onto the rocks. They were slippery with moss.
Still holding the boat, she picked out a path on the rocks that
seemed workable. There was only one way to do this: all those
summers on Minnesota lakes had taught her a few things about
walking on slippery rocks.

"Jeez," she said, "this sure as hell isn’t
Lake Minnetonka!"

She let go of the boat and quickly hopped
from one rock to the next until she reached the last one, then
jumped to the shore. She stopped and looked back. Nothing had
surfaced and crawled on shore. Ahead of her was sandy soil and tall
grass. Beyond that was a wall of trees and bush. All she had to do
was find some little leaves.

Dropping to her knees, she began to look.
There were lots of little leaves once you got down on the ground.
She said a prayer asking for divine intervention, then crawled
around looking at the variety of little leaves, hoping Euell
Gibbons would drop out of the sky and show her which ones were the
right ones. Something skittered along under the ferns in front of
her and she jumped back. When she saw nothing peak out from there,
she resumed her search. She picked several different kinds of
leaves and spread them on the ground. One of them could be poison
for all she knew. He’d said "plantain" and "little leaves." Then
he’d said "ribs." Some of the leaves looked ribbed, making it look
kind of quilted. Maybe that’s what he meant! She cut as much of it
as she could find and stuffed it in all her pockets. Feeling
exceptionally proud, she picked up the machete, stood up and
brushed off her knees.

Movement caught her eye. She turned.

Standing on the shore between her and the
boat were four men, natives, none of them over five feet six inches
tall. They all had very black, short straight hair and wore red
breech cloths. One of them had painted his face with black zigzag
lines. Another had red stripes from his neck to his feet, and one
was painted entirely blue, making his eyes stand out so much he
looked demented. The fourth one had dark smudges under each eye and
wore a headdress with green and gold feathers. Each one had a
machete fastened across their back with some kind of strap.

They’re hunting. Maybe they’re hunting
me.

All four of them were barefoot and staring at
her.

Fear crawled up her spine and over her scalp.
Her breathing turned shallow and she thought she might throw up.
They looked like Pemons.

God, they’ve come to get me and throw me in
the volcano.

She glanced toward the boat. Rafael was
apparently still out on the floor of the boat. Or gone. She looked
at the Pemons again and took a step back. No bows and arrows. It
wasn’t them shooting at the boat. Maybe she’d try diplomacy first.
She swallowed hard and put her hand on the machete.

"Hello," she said in a squeaky voice. "What
do you—" but she didn’t finish her sentence. One of the Pemons
pointed to the machete and spoke rapidly to the others. They all
pointed to the machete, then back at her, then at the boat. Then
they all spoke at once.

Oh great. They’re gonna throw me in a big
pot and start a fire underneath it.

The one with the green and gold feathers
walked toward her speaking rapidly. She stood up straighter and
tried to look confidant. She held the machete with both hands. He
stopped two feet in front of her and stopped talking. She watched
his eyes and realized they didn’t look threatening. He pointed to
the machete and said something. He’s asking me something, she
thought. He pointed to the machete, then the boat and repeated the
same phrase. One word she finally understood: doctor. He pointed to
the handle of the machete again, the braided red strap hooked to
her cutoffs, and then the boat and asked, "Doc-tor?"

"Ah . . ." she said, still not sure how to
answer.

He picked up some of the leaves she’d been
cutting and pointed to the boat. "Doc-tor?"

Was he asking if she needed a doctor?

"Yes!" she said rather loudly. "Yes!" she
repeated, nodding her head up and down vigorously. Could this
really be help? If so, her prayer for divine intervention had been
answered. Green and Gold Feathers turned to the others and spoke
rapidly again, then grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the
water. "Hey!" she cried. "Stop! There are crocodiles in there! And
snakes . . . big, long black ones. . . ." When she resisted, two of
the others picked her up and carried her through the water to the
boat, but not without a lot of screaming on her part. Laughing,
they set her down inside it, and then climbed in themselves.

Rafael was still on the floor, sweating and
moving restlessly.

"Ah!" said Gold Feathers, "Rafael!" and
pointed to Rafael. He shouted back to his companions on shore,
"Rafael!" still pointing.

He knew him? And Rafael was a doctor? He’d
said something, but she was confused now. Still, they knew him and
considered him a friend and apparently, she was a friend by
association. Thank God.

Gold Feathers knelt down and peered at Rafael
for several minutes. He removed the sleeves she’d tied on, lifted
the bandage and studied his wound. It now looked fiery red and
swollen. He tore the bandage off. He stood up, grabbed some of the
leaves from Christina’s pocket and examined them. He looked up at
her again, grinning widely and started reaching into her pockets
for more. She gladly gave him all she had. He put some in his mouth
and began chewing them. He put some in her mouth too, indicating
that she should chew as well. He didn’t swallow it, but removed it
from his mouth and put it on Rafael’s wound. He held his hand out
for her to spit out what she’d been chewing, which he promptly
replaced with another leaf. This continued until Rafael’s wound was
covered with partially chewed plantain leaves.

Rafael started the chanting again, so softly
she barely heard it. His eyes opened partially and he seemed to
look at her, but there was no recognition in his eyes. Still, his
hand found hers and held it tightly.

Christina stayed with Rafael, dipping the
bandana he’d given her in the river and applying it to his sweating
forehead. She suddenly realized that the jaguar cape was missing.
It had not been there when Gold Feathers put her in the boat. She
looked around but didn’t see it. If these were Pemons and they
found her with the cape, anything could happen; most of it she
didn’t want to think about. But it was nowhere in sight, even
though it worried her that it was gone. Gold Feathers sent the
red-striped man back to shore. He picked out a tall tree with a
smooth, mottled bark and heart-shaped, bright green leaves and
punctured it with his machete. A dark red, sappy resin oozed out
which he collected with a large green leaf and brought it back to
the boat.

Gold Feathers knelt on the floor next to
Rafael and began chanting himself, moving back and forth, then side
to side, following the rhythm of the words. The red-striped man
knelt down on the opposite side, brought out a small drum and began
a slow, synchronous drumming and took up the chant as well. The
blue man found the boat’s small cooking pot, emptied it, put a
small pile of dried leaves into it and lit it. It smoked a great
deal. He used a white feather to brush the smoke over Rafael and
Gold Feathers. It smelled sweet and heavy yet pungent at the same
time. Christina tried to move away from it, but Rafael held her
hand even tighter as if he wanted to keep her there with him, in
whatever dream he was experiencing, in whatever world he had gone
to find healing. Their chanting was hypnotic and the smoke made her
light-headed and dizzy. She found herself chanting as well, and
with her back against the side of the boat, she drifted away.

When she awoke, the sun was high in the
afternoon sky. It took her a few minutes to focus and realize the
rocking motion she felt was not from a moored sailboat on Lake
Minnetonka, but a boat somewhere else entirely. She was lying on
the floor with Rafael curled around her, his arm over her stomach.
He was sleeping peacefully, his face clear and dry and registering
no discomfort. She checked his wound; the plantain poultice was
gone. Rafael’s wound was completely sealed with the dark red resin,
giving it the nightmarish appearance of a still open gash with
congealed dark red blood mounded along its length.

The Pemons were gone, as well as every clue
they had been there at all, except for the lingering scent of heady
smoke and the now dried and shiny resin on Rafael’s wound. There
was no sign of bleeding and Christina had the eerie suspicion that
in another few hours, it would be completely healed, although a
large bruise had spread across most of his chest. She looked around
for the red jaguar cape but didn’t see it. Her heart sank at the
thought of losing it so soon after it had miraculously come to
her.

Christina moved to get up, but was
immediately dizzy. "Ohhhh," she whimpered, holding her head.

"Don’t move yet," he said softly. "You are
not used to it." He pulled her closer to him.

"No kidding. Uh, what is it exactly I’m not
used to?"

"Any of it. The smoke is most likely what
gave you the headache. The experience made you dizzy."

"I didn’t say I have a headache. But I
do."

He caressed her forehead.

"Water. I need water. You must want it too."
She moved again, but he held her tightly.

"Despacio,” he said. "Move slowly. Sit
up and lean against the side first." He relaxed his grip on
her.

Christina eased herself to a sitting position
and opened her eyes a little at a time. Rafael sat up too.

"Do you know we had visitors? They seemed to
be friends of yours. Were they Pemons? And what exactly did they
do? I remember. . . ." But her mind was too fuzzy to remember
it.

"Yes, they are friends. From a Pemon village
downriver," he said. "I have stopped there many times and stayed
with them. They performed a healing ceremony. A shamanic
journey."

"They scared the crap out of me! But I found
the right leaves—I think—but they made the poultice. That is what
you were trying to tell me, wasn’t it? Cataplasma?
Poultice?"

He picked up her hand and kissed it.
"Sí. It was."

She pulled her hand away. "God, I thought we
were going to die. Again." She wiped her mouth. "Can I stand up
now? I’m really thirsty." She held the edge of the boat and stood
up slowly. He stayed on the floor.

"Here," she said, handing him water and once
again sitting beside him. She was silent for a time.

He took her hand again.

She pulled it away again. "You kept taking my
hand when you were delirious. You wouldn’t let me go, even when I
wanted to move because the smoke and the chanting were making me
feel . . . very strange." Creases appeared in her forehead as she
remembered what she could of the experience.

"I needed you to help me stay here. But in
the end, you went with me," Rafael said.

"With you? Where?"

"On the journey." He looked into her eyes.
"Do you remember anything, Christina? Un sueño? A . . .
dream, maybe?"

She was quiet for a minute, rubbing her
forehead while she thought.

"There was something . . . it’s so fuzzy . .
. animals, some kind of animals. . . ."

"Do you remember what they were?" he
asked.

"No . . . I remember going down a tunnel.
That’s all, I think. Did Gold Feathers give us something? Or was
the smoke something hallucinogenic?"

Rafael chuckled. "The one you call 'Gold
Feathers' is a shaman. The smoke was to purify and cleanse bad
spirits from me. You were right there. I wanted to hold onto you so
I wouldn’t go on the journey and not come back. You were supposed
to keep me grounded." He kissed her hand again. "But instead," he
looked straight into her eyes, "you came along. That’s
unusual."

"Stop that," she said, pulling her hand away.
"Where did we go?" she asked. "What did we do?"

He smiled. "I’ll tell you another time. But
it’s okay. Nothing bad happened." He brushed a stray lock out of
her face. "I’ll never let anything bad happen to you."

"God," she said, "I’d say it already has.
First the Pemon chief and his—" she looked up suddenly. "And the
cape! It’s gone! I put it over you, but when we came back to the
boat, it was gone. Did they take it, do you think? If they’re
Pemons, wouldn’t it be sacred to them, too?"

Rafael smiled again. "Sí, it is. But.
. . ." He reached under the seat near the rudder and pulled out the
cape. "Here you are, señorita. Safe and sound."

Christina squealed with joy. "You put it
there? But you were delirious, I thought. I didn’t think you knew
what was happening at all!"

"I was aware enough."

Christina threw her arms around Rafael’s
neck. "Thank you!" she said. "Thank you so very—"

Taking advantage of the proximity to her
lips, he kissed her, gently at first, then passionately.

"Mmmmph," she said, then "MMMMPH! Stop
that!"

"Por que? I think you like it," he
said and kissed her again.

He wasn’t entirely wrong. But Christina was
not ready to admit it, even to herself.

She pushed him away, but gently, not wanting
to make his wound bleed again. "I do not like it," she said. "Just
yesterday you thought I was a whore, and maybe you still think
that, so you can keep your distance, hero. And I want to look at
this more closely." She leaned over to inspect the resin coating on
Rafael’s wound. "What is this they put on there?

Rafael accepted temporary defeat and answered
her. "It’s the Sangre de Drago. The resin directly from the
tree. It makes it heal faster."

"Yes, he did get it from a tree."

"I use it in some of my medicinas,"
Rafael said.

She sat up and inspected him. His face had
more color and was dry. The infection was apparently gone.

"Amazing," she said. "But we need something
to eat."

He smiled, showing a perfect row of white
teeth. "Then can I kiss you again?"

"No! I’m evil, remember? And don’t we need to
get moving? It’s already afternoon."

"Christ," he said, "I thought I apologized
for that. Several times."

"Why didn’t your spirit guide warn you about
the crocodile?" she chided.

"He didn’t have to, woman. I knew it was
dangerous and told you not to jump in!"

She ignored him, digging around for whatever
food there might be. She found something wrapped in large leaves.
The Pemons had left them food and a huge pile of palm leaves.

"Look at this. They left us gifts! What are
all those palm fronds for?"

Rafael looked at them. "To make a cover. I’ll
show you later."

"Cover? For what?"

"To replace our canvas. Up there." He pointed
to the empty framework that had held the boat’s canvas cover.

"Oh. Okay. But I’m starving. Let’s see what
they brought us. Hopefully, it’s not petrified eel."

Rafael examined what his friends had left
them to eat, picking out a huge mango.

"Should we stay here another night?" she
asked, munching on a plum. "I’m feeling better now. I could help
you."

"I think we can drift with the current for a
while. You can help me with the anchor."

But when he tried to stand, he could not and
had to sit down quickly. The pain of moving was too great and he
knew he couldn’t protect them if it became necessary.

"You could teach me to steer," she said. "I
think I can get the anchor up myself." She started tugging on the
line, unaware of the release, but Rafael stopped her.

"I know you could do that, Christina. It’s
what we might encounter that would worry me. We will stay here
another night."

She looked at both shores and back at him.
"What if somebody starts shooting at us again?"

"Then you’ll have to help me," he said,
looking worried.

 


 



Chapter Six

 


Rafael watched her for a while. She spread
out the food left by the Pemons. They feasted on mangos and
something called hogplums. He noticed her ribs were still too
visible and he made her eat more. He still worried about the blood
she threw up and hoped she was not bleeding internally, although he
saw no other signs of this. She drank the river water from their
bucket and handed him the small cup. She brushed off the shirt he’d
given her to wear and combed her hair with her fingers. She’d
crossed the water and somehow found the right plant for the
poultice, then faced his native friends not knowing what they would
do to her. He couldn’t think of one other woman he’d ever
met—especially those women his brothers had introduced him to—who
would have survived this far.

"Christina, are you sure you are all right? I
know what happened must have scared you."

She told him how she had hopped over the
rocks and found the leaves and what happened after that. "They kept
saying 'doc-tor' and pointing to you. What did they mean?"

"I am a doctor. But I prefer the natural
ways, herbs, and other means. But sometimes, when there is no other
way, I help them with pharmaceuticals."

"You really are a doctor? But where did you
go to school?"

"I live in Merida. My father is a doctor
there and I went to school there."

"So why were you out here in the middle of
the jungle, in that village, for God’s sake, when the volcano was
about to explode?"

He laughed. "I come out here anyway to
collect plants and herbs for medicines. My brothers wanted to come
along. It’s something they can talk about to their wives and
friends, and it gives them time away from jobs so they can relax.
We ended up there. The volcano smokes a little all the time. We
didn’t really expect the damn thing to explode. But then," he said
smiling, "you were not actually tossed in."

She closed her eyes and shook her head, as if
trying not to think about it.

No . . . thanks to you." She studied him for
a minute. She looked away and rubbed her forehead, then busied
herself with the palm fronds. "What about your brothers? You don’t
know if they made it out of there, do you?"

"I know they are safe. I feel it. Or I should
say, I would have felt it if they did not."

"Really? You aren’t worried?" She looked up
again, shyly.

"Only about Pablo. He is the baby, although
he does not like to hear me say that."

"Why are you worried about him?"

"Because we would not take him with us! He
was very angry!"

They both laughed.

"It turned out to be a good thing, though.
But you really believe they are okay? Because you would 'feel it'
if they were not? How does that work?"

He looked thoughtful for a moment and then
answered her. "It’s like a 'knowing.' I know it when something is
wrong. It’s part of intuition. Mine has always been very strong.
Everyone has intuition and all you need to do is practice listening
to it and to trust it. It’s always there."

"You know, the night before my mother died, I
felt her come into my room and hug me. She wasn’t there, of course;
she was in the hospital. But I knew she was telling me goodbye."
She paused. "Do you mean things like that?"

"Something like that. But I would say you are
sensitive too. I am sorry about your mother," he said.

She smiled wryly. "It was a long time ago. I
was twelve and my sister was ten, and we missed her terribly. But,
we grew up and got on with things. What about your
medicinas? How did you learn about all of them?" she
asked.

"From my grandfather. He is a
curandero, an Inca medicine man. He’s lived in the Andes all
of his life, collected plants and herbs and made the
medicinas. He worked a lot with the Inca shamans there. I
spent a lot of time with him growing up—we all did—but I was the
only one that was interested in what he was doing. So he taught
me."

"So you are a medical doctor and also a
medicine man. That’s quite a combination."

"I think it’s a good one. All I need is . .
." his voice trailed off.

"What?"

"Someone to help me."

"Well, good luck with that. You’ll probably
have to find a native wife. I can’t imagine anyone else able to
live this way."

I can think of one, Rafael thought,
staring at her coffee-colored eyes. "And what are you doing out
here? Why do you want the Sacred Cape of the Red Jaguar?"

Christina sat back against the seat and
sighed deeply. She stared at the floorboards for so long Rafael
though she hadn’t heard him.

"I didn’t want it. I was researching it. I’m
an anthropologist. This trip was research for my doctorate. I
couldn’t have possibly imagined that all this would happen. . . ."
She was quiet again, then, "My sister probably thinks I’m
dead."

"That’s all your family?" he asked.

"No, my father is alive. But we don’t see
each other a lot. And I have two aunts." She smiled, thinking of
them.

"What kind of research?"

"Well, there’s some information about the
Pemons. I’d read what there is about them and some of the other
tribes. Mentioned in one or two places was the Sacred Cape of the
Red Jaguar, but not anything about where it came from. It did say
that it was believed to give magical powers including the ability
to see into the future and healing powers to whomever possessed it.
I didn’t expect to actually find the cape, and I really don’t have
any intention of keeping it, but don’t know what to do with it just
yet. I just intended to document the life of the Pemon Indians and
how belief in the cape and its properties affected their lives. But
that’s not what happened." She stared into the river, suddenly
quiet.

"Do you want to tell me what happened?"
Rafael asked. He wanted to know very badly, but didn’t want to push
her. Whatever it was had traumatized her. The bruises and cuts on
her body testified to that.

"Uh, no," she said. "Maybe another time. It’s
. . . it’s . . ." Her gaze went back into the river, then suddenly
rubbing her eyes, she looked at him. "I. . . ." She couldn’t
continue.

"It’s all right, Christina. You don’t have to
talk about it." Not now, but I definitely want to know.

She smiled at him. "Thanks. It’s still hard
to talk about." She stood up and stretched, then reached for the
water. "What do you know about previous civilizations here?" she
asked.

"Well, I can tell you a little. I often see
ruins when I’m deep in the Amazona and sometimes in the
mountains."

Her eyes widened. "You do? Can you take me
there?"

He laughed. "Not until we get out of our
current situation, which will take a little time." He stood up
slowly and stretched as well, being careful not to pull his wound.
"I think you will want to go home first, no?"

"I’ll need to let people know I’m alive. Then
see if I’ve still enough money left to continue my research. I’ve
lost everything I brought with me, including my passport." She
looked at the cape. "But in some ways, I certainly got more than I
was looking for."

He watched her sitting with the cape in her
lap, stroking its fur. "So did I," he said. So did I.

She watched him check the anchor for the
night. She wanted a bath, but he said she should not go into the
river, so she made do with buckets of water that she poured over
herself. He asked her to take another look at his wound, but she
could tell very little except that the fiery redness was gone, and
the bruising had darkened. Rafael was obviously in very good
health. She caught herself examining just what good health he was
in, then pulled her eyes away.

They were both tired. She felt safe enough
with Rafael on this river, but every day there had been something
extra to deal with. And she didn’t like it when he was too sick to
tell her what to do. But she’d not let him know that.

"Tomorrow I will teach you how to catch a
fish, which fish to catch, and which ones not to catch."

"Okay," she said. "How much farther do you
think?" she asked.

He looked downriver. "Still two days, I
think."

He reached into his bag of medicinas
and took more of the brown pills, then rolled the jaguar cape into
a pillow.

"Don’t worry, Christina. We will get there, I
promise. Come and get some sleep." He patted the pillow.

"In a few minutes. I’ll keep watch. You go to
sleep."

He frowned. "You will wake me if you think
anything is wrong?" He said.

"Promise," she answered.

He looked at the river behind them, then into
the forest on each side. "All right. But if anything occurs, if you
even squeak, I will hear it!" He watched her walk to the bow
and sit on the seat in front. Reluctantly, he made himself as
comfortable as he could and tried to go to sleep.

Christina didn’t want to lie down next to him
while he was still awake. Too dangerous. She would not allow him to
fall in love with her, and she absolutely refused to fall in love
with him. He and his attitudes just would not fit into her life.
She had to concentrate on her doctorate and would have to get
herself resupplied. Perhaps she’d need another grant, and she
wanted a thorough physical because God knew what diseases she’d
caught or parasites she acquired . . . no, there just wasn’t any
place for a relationship. Especially with someone with obvious
double standards and so damned opinionated. Besides, he was
probably just interested in sleeping with her. He couldn’t keep his
eyes off her bosom for the first two days. He was just trouble, and
she’d had enough of that. No, she’d be back in civilization in a
few days and be out of here. She’d never see him again. She’d make
sure of that. She’d go back to being a bitch.

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


Stretched out in the stern, Rafael watched
Christina sitting in the bow, her form outlined in the growing
dusk. He’d already noticed she had the habit of rubbing her
forehead when something bothered her, and something was bothering
her now. Maybe it was because he asked what had happened to her in
the Pemon village. Maybe she was just running out of stamina and
thinking about home, in Minnesota, a cold place he’d never been.
God, he couldn’t blame her for that. He wanted her to lie down
beside him, so he could help her make whatever dark thoughts filled
her now go away, and so he could hold her close to him and never
let anything hurt her again. But he knew he had to be patient. He
fell asleep thinking of what it would be like if she were with him
always, filling the lonely places in his life, kissing her into
breathlessness, and finally. . . .

You have to help her remember the
journey, Ayar said.

The next day broke overcast. Fog was spread
like a thick blanket over the river, rolling and curling into
itself. It was eerily still and the river flowed in muted fashion
toward its destination so far away. Even the birds and monkeys were
quiet, as if in retreat from the darkness.

Rafael woke to the strange silence and
realized he was alone. Alarmed, he painfully jumped up and called
out to Christina, who had fallen asleep on the floor near the bow
of the boat. She didn’t move until he tripped over her and made her
jump. He grabbed her by the arms as if to shake her.

"I didn’t know where you were! Why weren’t
you beside me?" he asked.

Still not totally awake and without her
morning coffee for some time now, Christina was not in the best of
moods.

"Beside you? Why should I be beside you?" she
crabbed.

"So I know where you are, woman!"

"Well, where the hell else would I be besides
on this friggin' boat!" She kicked the side of it, forgetting she
was barefoot. "Ouch! Damn!" She hopped around until Rafael steadied
her and pulled her to the stern, pushing her down on the seat next
to the rudder.

"You are not yourself this morning, woman.
Let me see . . . it’s just bruised . . . no, there’s a splinter."
He reached for his bag and pulled out a long tweezers and a bottle
of something, then pulled the bucket full of water closer and
plunged her foot into it, rubbing it to clean it as much as
possible before he did anything else.

Christina watched him, frowning. "What are
you going to do?"

"Get the splinter out and disinfect it. You
have no shoes, you know, so I’ll have to put something on it to
protect it." He poured a little of what was in the bottle over her
toes. It smelled like cinnamon.

"What is that?" she asked, still crabby and
frowning.

"A blend of oils from plants. It might sting
a little."

She watched him warily. "Why are you using
that?"

"Because it kills bacteria and stimulates
your immune system." He looked up at her while he rubbed the oils
into the bottom of her feet. "And it will lift your spirits. Not
that you need that this morning," he said, intently studying her
toe. He reached for the tweezers.

"What are you going to do with those?" she
asked.

He looked up at her. "Remove your toe! What
do you think I’m going to do!"

She shut up and steeled herself for the pain.
He squeezed the wounded toe hard but she felt nothing else. "Ah!
There!" He held up a tiny sliver.

"That’s it?"

"That’s it. Wasn’t so bad, was it?" He rubbed
more oils on her toe, then found a bandage he could wrap around it.
"That will stay for a while. Stay sitting down."

"Like I’ve got somewhere to go," she said,
still cranky.

He watched her rub her forehead.

"What’s wrong, Christina? Besides the
obvious."

She covered her eyes with her hands. "God . .
. I just woke up too fast." She looked around. "And in the wrong
place. It’s . . . very strange this morning. Is it going to
rain?"

He could see she didn’t want to tell him what
was really going through her mind.

"Maybe. I’ve seen it stay like this for days
and not rain. But we can’t move until the fog is gone. So it’s a
good morning for fishing."

"Fishing?"

"Yes. I told you I’d show you how today."

"Could I have some coffee first? And maybe a
cinnamon roll, all warm and buttery?" Her eyes glazed at the memory
of breakfasts at Jaworski’s Bakery, down the street from where she
and her sister live in Minneapolis.

"The best I can do is more plums or mango and
a little fish, if you can stomach it."

"Sure. Why not."

He handed her what was left and busied
himself with preparing a line, watching her as he did so. She
licked her fingers and reached for water, drinking some, then
splashed some on her face. She looked out beyond the boat at the
smoky presence over the water. He watched her close her eyes and
take deep breaths, then look toward shore.

"I can barely see the shore. Why is it like
this?"

"The moods of the river. It is the rainy
season, but the rains are late this year. The fog may lift in a
while and we can make some progress today." But it didn’t really
feel like it would. He didn’t like this at all. The smoky mist had
an eerie presence, as if something crawled out of the jungle and
lay across the water like some great sinister slime. They could see
nothing and go nowhere. But, he realized, nothing else would see
them either.

She looked at her foot with one toe bandaged
and frowned. "Can I fish sitting down?"

Rafael chuckled. "Yes. Here. This is what you
must do."

A fishing lesson followed, with Rafael
instructing Christina in how to hold the line, when to know if a
fish was on the other end, and what to do when it was. He would
tell her if what she caught was something they could eat. Eels were
okay too, but she would probably not catch one this way.

"That’s fine with me!" she said. "What about
the snakes? Will they bite?" she asked.

He didn’t let her see him smile. "Probably
not."

They’d fished all morning and a pile of
silvery blue fish was now on the floor. "That’s enough," Rafael
said. "We have no way to keep them fresh. We’ll have to cook
them."

"I know how to cook fish," she said.

"Good! But you don’t know how to make a fire.
I’ll teach you."

"Look at those teeth! Are these piranha?" she
asked.

"Sí," he said. "They are good to
eat."

She examined one closer. "Really. Maybe I can
make a necklace out of their teeth," she said, half to herself.

"Some of the shamans wear such necklaces.
They would think you very powerful."

An hour later, the fog lay even thicker on
the water. Several packets of cooked fish were stashed away, and
Rafael picked up one of the palm fronds and taught Christina how to
weave them to make a cover. "The Indios use these for their
huts, but we can use some of them on the boat, since the volcanic
ash took our canvas," he said.

"Why do we need them?" she asked.

Rafael looked through the thinning fog. "For
when it rains," he said.

"Rains?" she asked.

"Yes. Although I hope it does not. It will
slow us down. You haven’t seen how it rains here."

She stood motionless, staring at him. "I know
it’s the rainforest, but how bad is it?"

"Never-ending streams of water. Everywhere,"
he answered. "It floods everything and makes everything more
difficult." He glanced at Christina. "I am used to it. But you are
not."

"God," Christina whispered, rubbing her
forehead. She sat cross-legged on the floor of the boat and
concentrated on weaving the palm leaves into a cover for the boat,
one finger of the frond over another, like braiding her little
sister’s hair when she was ten years old and Ellen was eight. She
wondered if her sister was trying to find her, if she’d called out
the Marines, as she said she’d do if she hadn’t heard from
Christina at least every other week. Once the volcano erupted,
Ellen would have gone crazy. She wondered about Louis, her cat, and
if he had ripped Ellen’s good velvet pillows to shreds yet. She
wondered if her father knew she’d not been heard from, or if he
even cared. Her eyes filled with tears, but she willed them gone,
knowing Rafael was watching her. She’d kept the nightmares from him
so far, but didn’t know how long she could continue that. Although
she needed him to survive, she didn’t want him becoming too
protective of her. That was dangerous.

Her thoughts turned to the strange dream
she’d had when she’d fallen asleep while the Pemons performed their
healing ceremony over Rafael. It was very fuzzy, but she remembered
a long tunnel and coming out the end of it riding a large white
bird. When she got off the bird, there was blood on her and on the
bird’s back. She was sure Rafael was there, but couldn’t remember
what happened. And even with all that, it hadn’t felt like a
nightmare. Maybe the rest would come to her. But for some reason it
made her want to cry again. Her eyes filled once more and tears
dropped onto the leaves she was braiding. She didn’t understand
this, didn’t understand why she was crying. She rubbed her eyes
hard to try and stop the tears and rubbed her forehead in an
attempt to make the thoughts go away.

 


 



Chapter Eight

 


"I’m going to pull up the anchor. The fog has
cleared enough and I think we can move without running into
anything," Rafael said.

That thought made her brighten. "Oh, good!
Let me help you, hero. You don’t think it’s going to rain,
then?"

"Not now, anyway. But keep working on those.
And let me show you something: the anchor is automatic. Just push
here," he said.

"How can that work when we don’t have the
engine anymore?" She asked.

"Because we still have the battery," he said.
"It’s under there." He pointed to the back end of the boat.

"Oh. Good. I guess."

He maneuvered them into the current, watching
for rocks and sandbars, and watching Christina. The Pemons had
performed a healing ritual for him and she was right there, going
on the journey with him. The memory of that journey was trying to
reach her consciousness. Whatever had happened to her, whatever
wound was uncovered was coming up for her to heal. He knew that. As
an anthropologist, she had to know about these customs, but
probably didn’t believe in them herself. This would be an
initiation for her. If it was happening to her now, she was ready
for it. And he’d be there to help her through it.

Christina kept weaving the fronds the way
he’d shown her, occasionally wiping her eyes and rubbing her
forehead. She sometimes looked at the river and where they were
going, but didn’t turn in his direction. He knew she was happy to
have something to do and he liked that about her. But before long,
she let herself slide down the seat to the floor, gave him a weak
smile, and then curled up with her head on the pile of palm fronds
and fell asleep. He let her rest, hoping she would have none of the
nightmares that bothered her sleep.

He thought they were close to Hector’s
village. Hector was the one Christina called Gold Feathers and
Rafael knew he and his people could supply them with a few more
necessities and a much-needed rest. They may get there yet today.
Rafael had a strong feeling that something powerful was there
waiting for them and he wanted to be ready. His wound was healing
and although he needed to be careful about how he moved, he felt as
strong as ever, ready for whatever it was. Watching the woman he’d
rescued from the volcano sleep amidst the palm fronds, he knew it
involved her as well, and her part in the journey they’d taken
together.

In the growing dusk, the light was just right
for him to see not only the soft, refined waves of energy around
her, the rips in its delicate weave, but also the dark intruder
that had attached itself to her. It was stealing her energy and
causing her pain. He’d kill it now if he could, but it had to be
done within ritual and disposed of in the right way or it could
come back.

Use the cape, his guide said. He
reached for the red jaguar cape and spread it over Christina.
Within minutes, her face relaxed as he watched the intruder move to
just outside her energy field and wait. Perhaps the cape had some
magic after all.

The bends and twists of the river were not
revealing the group of small huts in Hector’s village. Christina
awoke but sat in the bow staring ahead as if in a dream. She’d kept
the jaguar cape on her lap, keeping the dark intruder at a
distance.

But something else was wrong. He saw her
rubbing her forehead often and wiping her face with a corner of her
shirt. She drank more water than usual and asked him to feel her
forehead to see if she had a fever. It felt cold and clammy, and
dark circles were forming around her red-rimmed eyes. Rafael was
alarmed. She tried to eat a little fish and one of the plums, but
couldn’t get much of it down.

"Do you think it’s the cocaine poisoning
again?" she asked.

"No. It’s something else. Do you feel sick to
your stomach? Chills? Anything else?

"None of those things. I just feel like
crying. I don’t know why." She looked at him with a frightened
expression. "Do you know what’s wrong? Do you have medicines for
it, do you think?"

Rafael understood more than Christina was
saying, but he had to speak carefully. He took her hand and
positioned her on the floor near him. "I have something to calm
you, señorita. And I think I can help you later. Stay
there," he said. He folded the jaguar cape and put it against the
side of the boat so she could lean against it, keeping the intruder
away as well.

"Am I going to die?" she asked. "Can you ask
your spirit guide?" she said, not looking directly at him.

"I do not need to ask because I know you are
not," he said, "I will not allow it." He smiled at her to let her
know it was not as serious as she thought.

"Then what’s wrong? What is it?"

"It is like . . . being infected. Something
has attacked you. I know how to get rid of it, but I need some
help. I need the one you call Gold Feathers to help. You need the
healing ceremony, Christina."

She could barely answer. "I’m so hot . . . .
" Sweat was running down her face and down her chest. Rafael found
his bandana in her pocket, dipped it in the bucket and used it to
cool her face. She took it from him, opened her shirt and sponged
her neck and chest. And for once, Rafael was not mesmerized by her
cleavage.

He reached into his medicinas and
found a small vial. He poured its contents into the pot, added a
little water and held it to her mouth for her to drink. It would
help calm her and build her strength. Worried about dehydration, he
gave her more water, then let her curl up on the floor near the
stern where he could watch her, using the jaguar cape as a pillow.
The village couldn’t be much farther. It would be the halfway point
in their journey.

Rafael concentrated on moving down stream. It
would be dark soon. He wanted to be in the village by then, but the
fog had grown thicker, and Rafael could no longer see the banks on
either side of the river. He knew he should stop, but kept thinking
he’d see the cooking fires of the village at any time. As long as
the current ran slowly, he wasn’t worried.

He tried to keep them in the middle of the
river. The current was running too slowly now, which Rafael knew
should not be happening. He checked the river’s depth with one of
the oars, but it did not touch bottom. At times he saw low-hanging
branches, ghostly still and dripping in the thick fog. There wasn’t
a whisper of a wind. An unnatural calm saturated the foggy
landscape. Occasionally, ghostly lights moved in the distance, but
they were not the village fires he hoped to see. They slowly
floated through the odor of something sickly sweet burning
somewhere. That he didn’t know what it was bothered Rafael. What
is this? he asked his guide.

Don’t worry. Follow the jaguar, Ayar
said.

Follow the jaguar? The red jaguar? He
glanced at Christina, asleep on the floor just three feet from him.
The fog was so thick he could no longer see the bow of the boat,
just twenty-two feet ahead. I will if I can see him, he said
to his guide, but I’d like to know why.

He knew the boat must have drifted away from
the main part of the river and into one of the many side streams
that dead end several miles in. They weren’t lost exactly. He just
wouldn’t be able to see where they were until morning when,
hopefully, the sun would rise and the fog would be gone. But he
knew that fog like this could last for days.

The current slowed to almost nothing and the
boat finally bumped into a sandbar where it stopped. Rafael grabbed
the anchor and stepped out of the boat, looking for something more
solid than the sandbar to hook it over. They were only a few feet
from shore. He secured it around a tree trunk and got back in the
boat before Christina could find him gone.

With this done, he sat on the floor, his back
against the stern and pulled Christina to him, making sure his
machete was close. She awoke a little, just enough to ask him where
they were.

"We’re against the shore. It’s foggy again,
but we’re okay. Go back to sleep, señorita," he
whispered.

She sat up, trying to see. "It feels strange.
Supernatural. I can’t even see the stars." Her face took on a
dreamy look. "Even when I was flying. . . . "

"Flying?" he said softly, his eyes wide.

"Yes, on the big white bird." She stared into
the fog, seeing something he did not. "I went through a tunnel and
then came out of it. But I don’t remember where it was exactly,"
she said, still staring. "I got off the bird," she said and
suddenly looked at him. "You were there, Rafael, but I don’t know
what we were doing." Her gaze softened. "There was some blood, on
me and on the bird when I got off." She was silent for a moment
more. "That’s all I remember." She looked at him, alert again.
"What do you think that means?"

"When was this?" he asked.

"It’s a dream I had. I think. Yesterday or
the day before. I don’t know for sure. I just remember it."

"You know about the shaman’s journey, don’t
you? I think you’re remembering what happened to you when our
friends were working over me. It’s trying to work its way into your
consciousness."

"Why?"

"Journeying is a way to explore the spiritual
world, or to make contact with your guardian spirits and power
animals. It also is a way to learn, to recover lost energy and
heal. In this case, for you, I think it’s something to heal."

"Like what?"

He turned to face her. "What happened to you
in the Pemon village, Christina?" he said gently.

Christina couldn’t look at him. Her breath
deepened and her face paled. A fine sweat formed on her forehead.
"Ah. . . . " she said in a tiny voice. "It wasn’t. . . ." Her arms
crossed over her stomach. "I can’t. . . ." she said, trying to keep
control. "Oh God," she said, jumping up and leaning over the side
where she vomited up what little she had eaten. Suddenly weak, she
slid down to the floor, breathing in deep gasps. "You must be
really tired of me throwing up all the time," she said weakly.

"Shhhh," he said. "I think it is you who is
tired, Christina. Rest now. And do not worry." He pulled her close
to him again. She curled into him like a frightened child, drawing
her knees up to her chest and holding onto the cape. He could not
see if there was blood when she vomited this time. He gave her a
little water and tried to wipe her face. It was worse than he
thought. But he wouldn’t push it now. She fell asleep that way,
with Rafael’s strong arms around her and the natural rocking of the
boat quieting her.

Darkness came swiftly. There was nothing he
could do until morning when it would at least be light. In total
darkness, Rafael gently shifted Christina so he could stand and
began the chant that would protect them from whatever unearthly
beings inhabited this part of the river. Something very foul had
happened here. How long ago, he didn’t know. But he would not allow
it to harm them. He spread the cape over both of them, hoping its
magic would protect them both.

Rafael stayed awake watching, as the lights
in the distance grew closer, then appeared to dance and finally go
out, only to reappear in another spot. He heard something in the
water far behind them, then listened as it left the water and
trotted away on shore. He heard laughter echoing through the trees,
a thin, tragic laugh that made even his flesh crawl. When he felt a
dark wind brush his arm and shoulder, he began a new, more powerful
chant, one that would keep away intruder energy. He called to his
own spirit helpers, asking them to keep guard. As if in answer, he
heard the distant growl of the jaguar.

He was not able to get whatever had happened
to Christina out of his mind. Dios Mio! How did a female
anthropologist from Minnesota end up in that village, with that
bastard as chief? She’d not had a chance. From what she’d said
that first day, she’d been sold by her guide to Imoro, the Pemon
chief. He had some good ideas about what happened after that. They
all made him want to kill Imoro, the bastard son of a Yanomami
warrior, who had lied and murdered his way to chiefdom. How
Christina had survived as long as she did said a lot about her
ingenuity and her instincts for survival. He was sure the
University of Minnesota didn’t offer training in that.

He’d only gone to Imoro’s village with his
brothers because he wanted the time in the forest to search for
plants and herbs and because his brothers came along and thought it
would be fun. They were shocked to find a young, white woman lashed
to a tree, waiting to be tossed into the steaming volcano. And
steaming was all it was doing, at least at first. That it erupted
was a complete surprise to everyone. The chief had been putting on
a show to keep himself in power; Rafael knew that.

He pulled her closer into him and kissed the
top of her head. She didn’t let him do that when she was awake.
Yet. She would get through the healing ceremony, he knew, but it
could be a terrifying experience for her. He hoped to lessen that
and help her understand what was happening. But how he would help a
North American urbanized female, anthropologist or not, undergo a
shamanic healing with what he knew could happen, he wasn’t yet
sure. Without any doubt, it would be a life-changing event for her.
And she’d had plenty of those lately.

He fell asleep still holding her close,
stroking her hair and singing her the same lullaby he’d played on
his flute for her just a few nights ago. He wondered what his
mother would think about her when he brought her home. But that was
simple: she’d be thrilled that he had actually found a woman that
was willing to go home with him.

He awoke two hours later. Christina was
restless, pushing him away, fighting him and trying very hard to
scream, yet she was still asleep. Finally, a strangled scream
escaped her throat and she woke up, looking wild-eyed at Rafael.
And still, he didn’t ask, just held her, and spoke softly to her in
Spanish, which calmed her and put her back to sleep.

Imoro would pay for this, if he were not dead
already. He knew it would come to the heinous chief on its own;
Rafael would have to do nothing. But down deep in his gut, he
wanted badly to help it along.

 


 



Chapter Nine

 


There was no dawn; the darkness simply
receded slowly until Rafael could see his surroundings. The fog
remained, curling and swirling around the boat, clearing enough to
see the water, and then shrouding it again as if it were alive.

Rafael found Christina already awake but
still curled into him with the cape pulled up to her chin. Her eyes
were puffy but no longer red and she seemed better. Sleep had
submerged the memories trying to come out.

"This is creepy, hero," she said softly when
she noticed he was awake. "Why do I feel like something’s about to
happen?"

"I can’t say yet. But I feel like that, too.
You are feeling better?"

"Better is relative, but yes, I think so.
Being in daylight helps, even if it’s still foggy. Where are we?"
she asked. "Do you know?"

"I’m not sure. We left the main part of the
river. That much I know. We’re in one of the many branches that
simply dead end. But there is something here that I don’t
like."

"Me too," she said, moving even closer to
him. "Do you think whoever was shooting arrows at us will find us
here?"

"Probably not."

"Do we just have to wait?"

"Before we can move, yes," he stood up,
making sure the cape stayed close to Christina. "But, we can have
breakfast. Mangos, guavas or plums?" He held up some of what the
Indios had left for them. "Or fish?"

"Oh boy. Two courses. One of the plums,
please, and maybe you’d fix a mango for me. You know just how to do
it," she said, accepting it from him. "I don’t suppose. . . ."

"No, señorita, there is no coffee or
cinnamon rolls. I promise one day to serve you breakfast in bed at
my mother’s house with the coffee made from the very best coffee
beans she roasts herself."

"I’ll look forward to that," she said,
offering him a smile. "Tell me about your family, Rafael. You said
you had five brothers?"

"I do. Miguel, Gabriel, Mateo, Tomas, and
Pablo."

"Mateo is—Matthew? You’re all named after
people in the Bible. Do you have a nickname?"

He smiled. "Just 'Rafe' sometimes."

"Rafe. I like that. Rhymes with 'safe,' which
is how you make me feel, at least some of the time. Are your
brothers married?"

"Three of them are, to Consuela, Mercedes,
and Ramona, all trying to get me married. Or they were. I think
they have given up."

Christina laughed. "What do your brothers
do?"

"Gabriel is a psychologist. Tomas, a teacher.
Mateo works for the government. Pablo is into computers. Gabe,
Tomas, and Mateo work very hard to keep their wives in jewelry and
dresses!"

"That’s not what you want, I know," she
said.

"You see how I live, and what I love. Women
like that are not interested in it, or in me, once they see that. I
need someone who . . ." he looked into her wide-open brown eyes.
"Can live it with me, someone who is happy in jeans and," he looked
at her bare feet, "can live without the latest style of shoes."

He stared at her silently. Someone who is
not afraid to help fight a crocodile or talk to Indios she thinks
might kill her.

"I’d be happy with clean underwear and some
sandals about now," she said, brushing the bottoms of her very
dirty feet.

He had to laugh and she laughed with him,
until something bumped the boat, making it turn in the water.

"What was that?" she asked.

Rafael peered over the edge on both sides and
saw nothing.

"Crocodile?" she asked.

"Maybe," he said. "But I don’t think so."

The fog thickened around them again, and then
cleared toward the bow, now pointing directly toward shore. Faint
noises filtered through the fog from a distance.

"How strange," she said. "It sounds like. . .
. " She strained to listen. "Metal. Or some kind of hammering."

The fog cleared until they could see well
onto the shore in front of the bow.

"It’s almost like the fog wants us to go,"
she said. "That’s too creepy." She stood up and held Rafael’s arm,
which he instinctively put around her.

He was not listening to her, but trying
instead to see what forces might be causing this. He saw nothing
and felt nothing, no dark force at work, and it was that fact that
allowed his decision to go forward. The guides would let him know
if it were otherwise.

"Christina, there is something out there." He
looked at her. "Something real. But I cannot imagine what it is.
There should be nothing there but the forest and its
inhabitants."

Clanking noises echoed through the
forest.

"You want to go see what it is, don’t you?"
she asked.

"I feel like we are supposed to go. But. . .
." he looked at her. "We do not have to. In fact," he said, looking
at her bare feet. "You don’t have any shoes. And we may not be able
to find our way back to the boat."

Rafael was giving her excuses if she wanted
them. He knew that darker thoughts still swam in her subconscious,
and whatever was out there could make them explode.

"Well, I have these," she reached under the
pile of palm fronds and pulled something out. "I made them for
myself yesterday afternoon. They sort of tie around my feet. What
do you think?" She tied a makeshift sandal made from the palm
fronds she had been weaving onto her left foot and held it up.

"You did that?" He held her foot and examined
it. "Quite amazing."

"What about your wound? You’re not exactly
healed up yet, you know," she said, lightly poking the resin
covering his wound and examining the bruising. "Does it hurt?"

"A little, yes. Otherwise I am fine."

She examined his chest more closely, then
felt his forehead. "Hmmm," she said, making him laugh.

"You are el doctor now?" he said.

"You’re the one that knows the way home. I
prefer you healthy. And I’ll stay with you until we are out of
here."

"Christina, I would not leave you here alone.
We don’t have to go. But. . . ." He looked toward shore.

"Are you kidding? If I don’t want to go,
you’ll just pout all day! No way, hero, I’m going with you. You
know how to survive," she said.

He grinned and taking her face in his hands,
kissed her hard.

"Damn it! I wish you wouldn’t do that!"

"You do not wish that. You like it," he
said.

"I do not!" she said emphatically, trying to
lie as convincingly as possible.

Rafael slipped the strap for his machete over
his shoulders and fastened it. He dug through his bag, pulled out
several things and stuffed them into his pockets, then put the
folded cape into his bag and tucked it under the seat in the stern.
He poked under the palm fronds, talking to himself. "Just maybe . .
. ah! They did! Another calabash!" he said, and held up another
large gourd with a looped cord.

Christina tied on her other makeshift shoe as
Rafael reached over the side and held the calabash in the water to
fill, then looped the cord over an oarlock.

He hopped out of the boat onto the sandbar.
He motioned for her to let him pick her up and carry her to
shore.

"I can walk now, hero," she said, pointing to
her palm-wrapped feet. "And you shouldn’t risk opening that up
again." She pointed to his wound.

"I am saving you from the sea creatures. This
is three times now that I have saved your life."

"Oh, please," she said. "You just like
an excuse to get your hands on me."

"I will not deny it. Grab the water, please.
What does it mean, 'pout? '" he asked.

"It means you’d sulk around and be crabby all
day."

"Crabby?"

"Like I was yesterday morning."

"Oh. I am never like that." He set her down
on the bank, took the water from her and looped the cord over his
shoulder.

She took a few steps, testing her new
shoes.

"Hmm. They may last a while if I’m careful.
The good thing is, there are lots of palm fronds."

"They may be slippery when you walk," he
said, watching her.

She took a few steps. "They seem okay. I’ll
risk it," she said.

The fog closed in around the boat, making it
invisible to them. They looked at each other.

"Are you sure? It could be dangerous."

She laughed. "When hasn’t it been dangerous
for me in the last several weeks? A volcano, sea serpents,
crocodiles . . . ." She looked pointedly at him. "Sex-starved
men."

The clanging sound of metal hitting stone
suddenly cut through the fog. As if on cue, the fog cleared in that
direction revealing a path with logs embedded into the ground at
regular intervals. A shadow crossed the path just where the fog
closed in several yards ahead. An animal perhaps.

Like a jaguar, Ayar said.

"This path shouldn’t be here," Rafael
said.

"Well, it is," she said, "and we might as
well follow it." She stood up straight, took a deep breath and took
a step toward the logs.

Rafael grabbed hold of her shirt and pulled
her back. "You do not walk in front, chiquita. I do. Here,"
he said, placing something over her head and around her neck, then
smiled and tucked it into her cleavage.

"Hey!" She said, pulling his hand out of her
shirt, and then reaching for the end of the necklace. It was a
whistle on a cord.

"If we become separated, blow it. I’ll find
you."

"You’re kidding," she said.

"No, I am not. And take this as well." He
handed her his hunting knife. "It may come in handy." He buttoned
up her shirt all the way.

She unbuttoned the top button. "That’s
uncomfortable. Why are you worried about that? Do you think some
ghost will be interested in my cleavage?"

"It’s not fantasmas I am thinking
about. I’ve no idea what’s out there and neither do you! You will
stay behind me unless I tell you otherwise. And beginning now, talk
only in a whisper, if you must talk at all. ¿Entiende? You
understand?"

Christina looked hurt. He lifted her chin.
"We don’t need to alert anyone to our presence. That’s what I
meant." He kept staring into her eyes.

"Don’t you dare kiss me again."

He moved toward her slowly making her back
into a palm tree. He leaned over her until his nose was just an
inch from hers and lifting her chin, stared directly into her eyes.
He spoke in a low, sexy tone with such strong intention it
resonated into Christina’s spine, sending shivers down her back.
"The next time I kiss you, señorita, you will not want me
to stop." He paused for effect. "For now, you will stay close
behind me. Do whatever I tell you and do it fast. And no, I am not
kidding. Do you understand?"

She hesitated for a moment or two, then
whispered, "Sí, señor!” and saluted.

"Christ, you are impossible," he said.

"Don’t forget evil. Impossible and evil," she
whispered.

"God!" he said. "Remember what I said." He
turned and stepped onto the path. He took a few steps, then checked
to make sure she was behind him. In the distance, he heard the
jaguar’s screeching call.

With each step, the fog cleared farther in
front of them, as if some grand invisible breath were blowing it
away. Within a quarter mile, they were out of the trees that grew
near the river and into grasslands. The tall grasses were wet with
fog and stuck to Christina’s bare legs. The earth smelled damp and
felt spongy and she was glad she had something on her feet besides
dirt. So far, her makeshift shoes were working. She watched
Rafael’s rippling back muscles as he walked and noticed how broad
his shoulders really were.

Get a grip, Christina, he’s just a musician.
And a medicine man. And a doctor. A tall, dark and handsome doctor,
if you like that type. Available on every street corner.

He turned to check on her, then kept walking
forward into the fog that disappeared before he reached it.

It would never work anyway. He’s too . . .
too far away from Minneapolis. And he’d hate it there. . . .

She noticed his flute stuck in his back
pocket and admired how it moved when he walked.

C’mon, you never find nice guys. They always
end up being idiots or jerks. Like your father. So don’t even think
about it. Forget that he saved your life at least twice and that he
makes your knees weak when he leans over you like that.

It started getting lighter and the fog was
thinning.

Just because he’s the only guy who
understands English within a five hundred mile radius doesn’t mean
you have to let him kiss you. He’s not that great a kisser. Well,
yes, he is.

Her toe came in contact with something more
solid than the spongy earth. She looked down. It looked like
pottery.

"Rafe!" she whispered.

He stopped and turned.

"Look." She bent down to look more closely,
and then picked it up. A pottery shard with designs on it, but
there wasn’t enough of it to tell what they were.

"What is it?" he asked.

"A piece of pottery. Looks old, but I can’t
tell for certain. Could it belong to the Pemons?"

He turned it over. "They don’t paint things
that way."

"Maybe I can find out at some point. If we
ever reach that village you were talking about." She brushed it off
and stood up to put it in her pocket.

BOOM!

The sound came from deeper inland. Rafael
quickly looked around them. He grabbed Christina’s hand and took
off running away from the path they had been on, finally pulling
her down in the tall grass. Before she could say anything, sabers
rattled, men’s voices screamed in pain, muskets exploded, and the
thunder of horses' hooves shook the ground. She raised her head to
try and see what was happening, but Rafael pushed her down flat on
the damp earth and kept one arm across her back and head to make
sure she stayed that way. The battle continued for some time and
then the sound stopped—suddenly—as if someone simply turned it
off.

 


 



Chapter Ten

 


Rafael waited before allowing Christina to
move. Finally, he raised himself just enough to see over the tall
grass.

"Can I get up now?" she whispered loudly.

He reached his hand to help her. "Sí.
You can get up."

You could have warned me, he said to
his guide.

It would have made no difference.

The two of them made their way slowly and
carefully through the grass toward the path, then followed it for
several more yards, the fog thinning as they walked. Christina
stopped suddenly when she realized she had stepped onto stone.

"Rafe, look!" she said, still whispering.
"It’s stone," she said, kneeling. "Flat stone, like. . . ."

"Like a walkway," he said. "Leading to
something."

The fog thinned rapidly until the sun shone
through and glinted off of the highly polished charcoal-colored
stones of a curving wall, in itself a work of art, with jewels
ringed with gold set into its entire length. But beyond the wall,
the sun’s rays reflected against an ancient temple without any kind
of markings but still recognizable, even to a fledgling
anthropologist. They were standing on a plaza. The dark stone wall
circled the walls of the stone temple, intact and complete with
thatched roof.

Lying all over the plaza and against the
ruins were the remains of the victims of the battle they had just
heard while hiding in the grass. But there was no blood and there
were no corpses. No frightened horses running away, no scared
children crying. Instead, lying folded at odd angles were the dried
out skeletons of Inca warriors and Spanish conquistadores, some
with swords or wooden spears still held in bony fingers. The battle
they had just heard had taken place five hundred years ago.

Christina and Rafe looked at each other,
amazement written across both their faces. They stared at the
stones and doorway to the temple, perfect examples of Incan
architecture. Each stone was slightly trapezoidal and fit perfectly
together with its neighbor no matter how many corners each
individual stone had. There was no doubt this was the Incan Temple
of the Sun at Cuzco, partly destroyed by the conquistadores in
1533. That it stood before them, intact, out of its proper time and
over fifteen hundred miles from where it should be was something
Christina could not begin to explain. That they had just heard the
battle and smelled the smoke of the cannon was not something she
could yet accept. Nor did she know how to form into coherent
questions the confusion of thoughts that filled her mind.

With Rafe not willing to let go of her,
Christina pulled him toward the great stone walls that surrounded
the temple. She wanted to touch it, to feel the coolness of the
stones and see if it was truly there before her. Stepping around a
skeleton that still wore the clothing of a Spanish conquistador,
she knelt and examined him. The thick wool clothing and black
leather boots were genuine. There were pure silver decorations on
the jacket. She turned to examine a wooden spear with a stone
arrowhead on top used as a weapon by what must have been one of the
Incas, his skeleton sprawled on the plaza close to the
conquistador.

Rafe turned the Spanish soldier over with his
foot. Some of the bones broke away from its right hand and the
sword clattered on the stone plaza. He reached down and picked it
up, testing its weight. The blade was about a meter long and thin.
He ran his thumb lightly over the edge: it was still sharp. He
hefted it from hand to hand. The hand guard was simple yet elegant
and the entire weapon light enough for him to carry. The machete
returned to its sheath.

"Are you going to keep that sword?" Christina
asked.

"Sí," was all he said.

Christina turned to look at the walls around
the temple. Qoricancha to the Incas. City of Gold. She blinked to
see if it went away. It did not. She pulled Rafe behind her as she
hurried to get inside the massive stone temple.

Rafael pulled her back and turned her around.
"What did I tell you, señorita?” he scolded.

"Which time?" she said, looking at everything
but him.

"You do not walk in front! I do!"

"Oh, for—okay, fine. Rafael," she said,
finally looking at him. "Do you know what this is?"

"I have an idea. But you tell me. You are the
anthropologist."

"It’s—God, I can’t believe it! It’s the Inca
Temple of the Sun. It should be at Cusco! In Peru!
Not here! How it got here . . . or maybe this is a replica, or an
outpost. . . . " She trailed off, peering at the doorway she so
desperately wanted to go through.

Rafe stared at the doorway of the temple,
trying to see what might lie inside. "I was thinking something like
that. As to how it got here, or if this is really what we think it
is. . . ." He had no more answers than she did.

"We have to explore it. We have to see!" She
pulled on his arm. "I’ll let you go first, but c’mon, let’s go
inside!"

He leaned over her again. "Okay. But you will
not leave my sight!" A curled tail, reddish in color slipped around
the corner of the wall.

She pulled him through the door, forgetting
her promise. He swore to himself in Spanish. Jesus, I will have
to tie her to me or she will get us killed. She does not follow
orders. Why do I want such a woman?

I can tell you, Ayar said.

Looking down this side of the great building,
they saw three smaller buildings that together with the temple
formed a courtyard. Rafael pushed her behind him, peered inside the
first shrine, then walked into it, allowing her to follow.

The walls were covered entirely in gold,
producing a brilliant reflection. A rainbow, painted in still
vibrant colors across the gold, filled one entire wall. A stone
table, plated in gold, stood in the middle of the room. On it were
several golden plates. Each one was filled with gemstones of a
different color: rubies, emeralds, amethyst, topaz, sapphires, and
diamonds. Rafe picked up a handful, letting them sift through his
fingers and fall back into the golden plate. Another large dish in
the middle of all of them held the purest and most clear crystals
Rafe had ever seen.

"I wish I had my camera," he heard her
say.

"What is this room for?" Rafael asked. "Do
you know?"

"Yes. I specialized in South American ancient
cultures and this really is the Temple of the Sun, hero. There are
four shrines, plus a fifth building for the priests, besides the
temple itself. This one is dedicated to the Rainbow. Crystals
diffuse light and produce rainbows."

Rafael examined four of the crystals. "They
are very pure," he said. "I wonder what they did with them."

She finally pulled him toward the doorway
until he held her back and walked in front of her. "Sorry," she
said and smiled. "I’m a little excited."

"I cannot say I blame you. This is. . . .
incredible." He looked outside the doorway as if expecting someone
to be there, and then walked into the courtyard.

"What are you looking for?" she asked.

"Just—being cautious," he said. "And I smell
something. Do you smell anything?"

Christina sniffed the air. "Yes, I do. Kind
of rich smelling. Heavy and rich. Like incense. What do you think
it is?"

"I know what it is. I just can’t believe it’s
actually. . . ." Rafe walked toward the next doorway, to the shrine
dedicated to Lightning and Thunder. He stared for a second or two,
then held his hand out for her to come and see and they entered the
shrine together.

But no representations of lightning or
thunder were to be seen. A stone table stood in the middle of the
room. A single gold plate sat in the middle holding a life-sized
crystal skull. Everything but the skull was covered in gold. On the
same table sat a small golden dish filled with ground up leaves. A
thin tendril of smoke slowly curled into the air.

Rafe examined it. "It looks as if it was just
started," he said.

"Does that mean someone is here?" she said,
looking around them.

"I don’t know what anything means yet. But I
have the feeling that this stays this way all the time, and that it
was lit five hundred years ago and never burns down."

Christina came closer and examined the
incense more closely. She shook her head. "I don’t understand it
either, Rafe. Maybe we’ll find an answer somewhere."

Rafe turned his attention to the crystal
skull, holding his hands around it without touching it. "There is
much energy coming from this," he said. "It was used for something
powerful."

"That makes some sense. Certain Inca legends
tell of the Creator God, Viracocha, rising from Lake Titicaca
during the time of darkness to bring forth light. They considered
him a storm god and a sun god who wore the sun for a crown, carried
thunderbolts in his hands, and whose tears became rain. He was said
to use four skulls of wisdom to deliver enlightenment to the worthy
and to vanquish enemies by bringing fire from the skies."

"I have seen such things in my visions," Rafe
said, shaking the energy from his hands. "If you put four of these
together, you could rule the world." He looked at Christina. "We
shall leave it here. Better that no one finds it and uses it for
wickedness."

"You can feel something from it?"

"Yes. Here. Put your hands like this and just
allow yourself to feel."

Christina followed his direction and placed
her hands next to his, over the skull. "I can feel it! That’s
amazing!"

No, chiquita, you are amazing. You are full
of bruises and still sick from the coca poisoning, but all that is
in your mind is this . . . . miracle.

The skull moved on the dish.

"Did you see that?" she asked.

It moved again, and began to rise up. They
lifted their hands. The skull followed.

"Rafe, what’s happening?"

"Let’s find out," he said. "Keep your hands
next to mine. Do what I do."

They moved their hands slowly to the left.
The skull moved to the left. Back to the right: the skull
followed.

"Oh, wow," Christina said.

"Let’s put it back," he said, and pushed it
toward the dish. It sat gently in the middle of the gold plate.
"Take your hands away first, Christina," he said.

She moved her hands and stepped back. He
tried to lift the skull alone, but it didn’t move. "It takes both
of us."

"I don’t understand, Rafe. Why?"

Rafe saw the jaguar walk by the door. It was
time to move on.

"I don’t know. Yet. But I have an idea. I’ll
tell you about it later," he said. "We must move on. Stay—"

"Behind you, I know. I think you’re right.
The skull needs to stay where it is." She looked at the skull over
her shoulder as she walked out the door. "That’s just creepy," she
whispered to herself. "Rafe, I’d really like to go into the temple
itself. Where the mummies are."

"Mummies?" Rafael asked.

"Yes. You’ll see. At least I think we’ll
see," she said and turned to run, but found herself held in place
by Rafe.

"Oh. Sorry."

He raised one eyebrow, and stepped into the
courtyard, checking both directions before moving on into the main
part of the temple.

Christina gasped and stood silently staring.
Rafe was speechless.

 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


The Temple of the Sun, called the Solar Drum,
was the size of a cathedral. The walls were made of highly polished
stones set in place with such precision that not even a breath
could pass between them. All four walls and the floor were
brilliant with gold, from top to bottom. A high altar was to the
east. A window was set into the wall directly across from it.
Christina knew that when the sun reached a certain declination, it
reflected against the gold covered walls and the room was set
ablaze with light. Above the high altar was a gold plaque, several
inches thick, with the likeness of the Sun, its round face shooting
out rays and flames. It filled the back of the temple from one wall
to the other. Drawings of the cosmos filled the other walls
depicting the Sun, the Moon, Venus, the Rainbow, Lightning, a man
and a woman, a tree and stars, and Viracocha, the Sun God, known to
the Aztecs as Quetzalcoatl, to the Mayans as Kukulkan.

But there was more. In front of the altar and
on either side of the great Sun disk were magnificent mummies of
the Inca kings, so well preserved as to look alive. Seated on their
golden thrones and dressed in vibrantly colored feathered robes,
they faced away from the altar and seemed to look directly at
Christina and Rafael. The two of them stood stunned, certain they
had interrupted a royal ceremony and expecting one of the mummies
to rise and speak, so lifelike were they. Rafe kept a firm grip on
Christina, as she slowly walked to the closest one. She tried to
pull her arm free.

"Will you let go of me?" she whispered
loudly.

"No," he said. "I can’t trust you," but
switched his grip to the loop in the back of her cutoffs.

Delicately, as if she were afraid it would
jump at her, Christina peered at the first mummy’s face, leaning in
close, trying to discern any wax or chemical, but saw nothing like
that. There was the smell of something bitter. Even the hair, long
and thick, looked as if it had been freshly done. The ears had
golden sun discs inserted in them, and the skin and the eyelashes
looked to be still soft, but she dared not touch. This one wore a
robe of vibrant red and gold feathers. A gold breastplate with the
sun carved on it covered him from sternum to mid-torso. A bright
golden headdress fitted with red, gold, and black feathers fit over
his head. He wore gold armbands and sandals and held a gold staff
with a representation of the sun molded into it.

But it was his expression that hypnotized
her. His eyes were wide and somehow alert, as if staring down his
enemy. A hawkish nose and lips turned down at the corners said he
was frowning, daring the Spaniard Pizarro and his army to set one
foot in his city and risk certain death.

This one must be Atahuallpa.

Standing in front of him, Christina felt a
lump form in her throat, as if she had been there on that day, had
seen this Inca king in royal glory spit at the invaders. Goosebumps
covered her arms and she shook herself free from its unblinking
stare.

"My God," she whispered. "This is not
possible."

The rest of the Inca kings wore feathered
robes of bright greens and blues, oranges and yellows, even an
impossible turquoise. Their waxy fingers held symbols of high
office, golden cups or staffs, all with glittering representations
of the sun. Their presence filled the room with such vibrant
energy, such brilliance, and so much power that Christina stepped
back several feet.

But she studied each one carefully, including
the one in the middle, Huayna Capac, who was facing east where the
altar was, the opposite way of all the others.

"I wonder why," she murmured to herself.

"They still have energy, Christina, more than
any mummy should have. I don’t know how that can be," he said.

Christina noticed one of the mummies in the
middle did not have a crown—but wore something else that shocked
her. She gasped. "Rafe! Look!"

Rafe, who was keeping a steady eye on the
doorway, turned to see what she had found.

"What is it—Dios Mio!” he said. He
walked all the way around the mummy, finally picking up a corner of
its outer garment to feel it between his fingers. "Is it possible?"
he asked?"

"It looks identical. But can it be? Or is it
another one?"

Around the shoulders and feathered robe of
the mummy was the Sacred Cape of the Red Jaguar, held together in
front by a large golden pin, brilliant in its sun design and
complete with rays projecting from the center.

"He must have been a shaman. Don’t you think
so?" she asked.

"Christina, this is incredible! It is
possible he was the shaman and the Inca chief. That happens in the
tribes sometimes. Like Hector. Do you know if there was such a
leader?"

"I don’t think so, but I’d have to look it
up. But either that or he was so highly revered that he is honored
here. But you know what? He looks like you, Rafe."

Rafe peered at face. "You think so? I think I
am more handsome," he said, grinning at her.

"Of course you think so. And you
definitely have more, uh, charm, hero."

"My grandfather says we came from the Incas.
He talks about one of the ancestors. Perhaps this is him."

"Really? I think I’d like to talk to your
grandfather."

"And I’m sure he’d like to talk to you,
señorita," he said.

 


 


Finally, Rafe released his hold on her, and
she walked to the middle of the room and stared at everything,
turning three hundred and sixty degrees to do so.

Rafe watched her standing transfixed, knowing
she was absorbing every detail around her at that moment, focusing
on each image on the wall, every article of clothing the mummies
wore, looking for something only she had in mind.

She has forgotten she has no real shoes,
that she’s hungry and wants a bath and clean clothes, and that her
family probably thinks she is dead.

He looked at her bare arms and legs that bore
a multitude of bruises, scrapes and scratches, and swollen insect
bites about which she never complained. He knew she still suffered
nightmares and the psychic scars of whatever happened to her in
Imoro’s village as well as the uncomfortable presence of the
intruder in her energy field. What other female dilemmas she
suffered, he did not know. But she sometimes let him kiss her and
get close enough to want her so badly he had to mentally recite
rosaries to stop himself from doing more.

She turned to look at him, her face glowing
with excitement in spite of all of it, putting out her hand to him,
wanting to share it with him, to touch him and help him see what
she was seeing. At that moment, Rafael knew he was in love with
her, and in fact loved her so deeply that he already thought of her
as his and could not imagine the rest of his life without her. He
knew he’d lead her through every temple, every ruin, every cave or
tunnel she wanted to see now and forever, from Maricaibo to the tip
of Chile, and be happy doing it because she’d be his, the woman he
loved, and the mother of his children.

All he had to do was gain her trust. With
what had already happened to her, he knew that battle was not yet
won. Yet he knew that his feelings for her were returned, at least
in part. The rest would come. He’d seen it.

His brothers would be insanely jealous.

Christina was suddenly overwhelmed. Her
breath came too fast and too shallow and Rafael helped her to sit
on the gold-covered floor. "Close your eyes for a minute," he said.
"Breathe more slowly." He sat behind her and curled his legs around
hers so she could lean against him. "There. Better," he said.
"Here," he said and handed her the calabash to drink from.

"I don’t want to close my eyes. I’m afraid it
will go away."

Rafael looked around them. He knew that this
was an illusion of some kind, although a very real one. Why it had
been given to them he couldn’t explain—yet. But it was a gift, a
singular, precious, unexplainable gift from the gods, and there was
reason to it. That it would be shown to him eventually, he had no
doubt.

What am I to see here? Movement drew
his attention to the top of the altar where the red jaguar sat
staring down at them, its tail in the air. He knew Christina would
not see it. It jumped suddenly to the floor, where it seemed to
crawl up the great stones with its front paws, stretching its back
as cats do and then pawing at a spot between the stones.

He held Christina close to him, his arms
across her stomach, gently rocking her from side to side, watching
the great cat Christina could not see. She leaned against him, her
arms over his, the back of her head against his shoulder. He
thought she’d fallen asleep until she sat forward suddenly.

"Rafe. Look at the bottom of the altar, that
large stone on the left. It looks like it’s open. Do you see where
I mean?"

He stared. "Sí. I see it." The jaguar
was gone. "I suppose you’ll want to—"

"Yes, I’ll want to. Come on," she said,
standing up. "You have to go first or you’ll probably tie me to
you."

He stood up and tried to look very stern.
"The thought had occurred to me, señorita!" He grabbed the
sword, took her hand, and led the way.

Rafe pushed the stone gently. Through some
magic mechanism, the huge stone at the base of the altar swung
smoothly open. Rafael could see steps going downward, but could not
see what was at the bottom of them. He felt pulled to go deeper
into the tunnel.

"We don’t have a flashlight," Christina said.
"Can we go down far enough to see whatever we can see?"

Rafael looked around the room as if looking
for attackers, then peered down the steps again. He looked at
Christina. "You stay right behind me. I want to feel your hand in
mine every second! ¿Entiende?”

"Yes," she said, looking very earnest. "I
promise."

He knew she meant it but that she’d forget at
the first sight of something interesting. Rafe headed down the
steps with Christina close behind. Neither one spoke. The steps
curved slightly to the right so they could not see what was ahead
until reaching the bottom. It grew cooler as they descended.

But instead of being dark, they saw tunnels
roughly carved out of the limestone in perfect light and clarity.
What was providing the light was not visible. The Spirits,
thought Rafael, are providing the light, as they always do.
The tunnel widened. A large stone was placed against the side of
the cave. Then another. Then another.

"Tombs," said Rafael. "Tombs of the Inca
chieftains." He glanced at Christina, now beside him. "You’re not
going to want me to open them, are you?"

She looked at the stones. Each one was taller
than Rafe and very thick, and undoubtedly very heavy. "No—well,
yes, I’d love to see what’s in there. But I don’t think we could
move that stone, even together. And I don’t think they’re all
tombs, hero. There were only thirteen Inca chieftains and they’re
up there," she said, her index finger pointing up.

"You’re right. Maybe some of these are the
queens?" He stopped at the next one. There was something different
about it and he knew he wanted to open it. But it was not possible
now. Somehow, he’d accomplish it later.

They followed the cave for another fifty feet
or so until it split. The left branch kept going with what looked
like more tombs. The right branch inclined until they reached steps
leading up.

"That way," said Christina, pointing to the
right branch. "I think it leads into the fifth building we didn’t
see. Where the priests prepared things. I want to see that."

"So do I," Rafael said. "That interests me
greatly."

They reached the top of the steps. A solid
limestone wall was at the top.

"Dead end?" Christina asked.

"No. I don’t think so," he answered. "Hold
this, please." He handed her the sword, then placed his fingertips
against the wall and pushed in several places. After a few tries,
the wall swung silently open as easily as the stone at the base of
the altar.

"Wow," said Christina. "How’d you know
that?"

"Intuition."

"You have to teach me," she whispered.

They walked into the fifth room they had
missed earlier. There was no doubt the priests had used this room.
It was full of artifacts and clothing.

"Oh my God!" Christina exclaimed. "I could
spend weeks just in this room! Look at these things!" She looked
through clothing that had been made over five hundred years ago,
but looked new. "Look!" she cried. "Shoes!" A pair of sandals sat
on a low shelf. She removed her palm leaf shoes and put the sandals
on. "Perfect!" she cried. Her brows came together with a puzzled
look. "They’re rubber. Amazing." She unfolded a turquoise feathered
robe, put it on and found it fit her. Next to it was something that
felt silky, but she knew was cotton. This turned out to be a
toga-like garment that she assumed must have been belted at the
waist, as it still had the creases in it from the gold belt,
sitting next to it. "These are beautiful," she said. A golden plate
on the long table held gold armbands, and headband or crown with
dime-sized golden suns that dangled from it. She put it on, fitting
it so the suns dangled across her forehead. "I wonder what they did
with all that long hair they had," she said.

Rafael examined a table that held golden
plates with ceremonial knives and golden cups, all with
representations of the sun or moon on them. He found heavy
necklaces, rings and armbands, brightly feathered vestments and a
simple cotton shirt that laced up the front. He put that one on. A
shelf underneath the table held other more ordinary items. Toward
the back was a row of what looked like small totems or effigies. He
pulled one out to examine it more closely. As he held it, he
immediately knew what it was and how it was used.

"Look at this," he said to Christina. He held
a vessel with a figure of an Incan chief on one side and what
looked like a round bottle with a long neck and an opening on the
top on the other side. The two pieces were held together by a
curved bridge and a supporting piece at the bottom. There was
another hole behind the head of the chief.

"What is it? I’ve not even seen a picture of
anything like that."

"I am sure it is a shaman’s whistle. It’s
made of special charged clay and tuned specifically for one person
to use," he said.

"Why?"

"It produces vibrations that expand the
consciousness of the person playing it. But as each person is
different, each vessel must be different. It was used to enter
trances. It’s a shamanic instrument. I’ve never actually seen
one."

She put her hand on his arm. "How do you know
that?" she asked.

"I just know," he said, matter-of-factly.

He looked at her, wearing the turquoise robe
then noticed the shoes. "You found shoes. But why is there women’s
clothing?" he asked.

"There were holy women who served in the
temple. They were called 'acllas.'"

"I bet I know what they did," he said with a
laugh.

"Spoken like a man," she said, poking his
arm. "And they did not do what you’re thinking. They were also
called 'the Sun Virgins' and anyone who touched them lost a certain
part of his anatomy.’"

Rafe’s brow crinkled. "Ouch," he said.

She removed the robe and folded it. "This
thing must have made them itch something awful!"

They continued their search, Rafael setting
aside a few more things he thought they could use.

Listen, his guide said. He looked
around and then suddenly stepped outside. The jaguar sat watching
him, then ran outside and around the wall. It was time to
leave.

"What’s wrong, Rafael? Did you hear
something?" she asked.

"No. But doesn’t it seem strange that we are
the only ones here? I keep thinking someone else is behind us, or
in front of us, or in the next room," he said. "Plates full of gems
and no one has taken any. Rooms full of gold and silver, all still
in place. Very strange."

She stuck her head out the door and looked
both ways. "I kind of have the same feeling. Like this is all going
to disappear and we’re going to be in lots of trouble."

He stepped back inside the priest’s room and
poked around until he found a leather bag with a long strap. He put
everything he had set aside into it, including the shaman’s
whistle. Two gold cups went into the top, then he closed the flap
and put the back over his shoulder.

"We’re getting out of here. Something else is
about to happen." He hurried out the door to the long corridor, the
sword in one hand, Christina in the other.

"What?" she hollered as he pulled her across
the stone floor, heading for the plaza.

 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


Fog already covered the circular wall. The
skeletons they had seen on their way in were gone. Rafael stopped
and pulled her down behind the wall, its stones now cold and slimy
from the fog.

"Here," he said, "take this." He unsheathed
his machete and handed it to her. "Hold it with both hands if you
need to use it. Stay close to me. Do not lose sight of me!"
He looked at her feet. "I’m glad you found the shoes. But give me
that," he said, removing the golden headband she still wore. He
tucked it in the leather bag.

"Rafael, what’s going to happen?" she asked,
wide-eyed. "You’re scaring me."

Horse’s hooves clattered across the plaza.
Christina heard the rattle of swords being drawn and a battle
beginning. Another thundering boom echoed across the stones and the
smell of ancient gunpowder mixed with the fog, once again thick and
slimy.

"It’s the same battle, isn’t it?" she said.
"It’s like a time loop, happening over and over." She held Rafael’s
arm tightly.

"It should just stop, then. If we stay here,
we should be all right." He turned to see her face. "But just in
case. . . ." he leaned over and kissed her hard. She didn’t tell
him to stop, but allowed him to finish, then looked into Rafael’s
eyes and kissed him back. "About time, woman," he finally said.

Watch out! Ayar said. At that moment,
a horse and rider jumped over the wall and came down just behind
them. The horse stamped and whinnied, turning in the dampness, its
black coat shining with sweat and fog and steam blowing out of its
nostrils. The rider’s knee-high black boots fit into polished
silver stirrups, his rapier sword pointed downward, dripping with
blood. He wore the helmet of the conquistador. His black beard and
moustache brought out the coal black eyes that stared in shock at
Christina. Had she not screamed, he would not have noticed the two
of them crouching behind the wall.

Rafael pulled her up and toward the opening
in the wall. He didn’t have to tell her to run. But he pulled her
too fast and she fell, tumbling toward the temple, the machete
clattering away across the stones. The conquistador leaped off his
horse and grabbed her before Rafael, too far from him in the fog to
be seen, could turn around. Gripping her arms tightly, he examined
her up and down, felt the material of her denim shirt, ran his
gloved hand through her short blonde hair and tilted her face
toward him.

Christina stood frozen, too shocked to
scream. Holding her by her throat, the Spaniard sheathed his sword.
His gaze fell to the open neck of her shirt. His hands grabbed the
edges of it and Christina knew what he had in mind. For just a few
seconds, she was back in the Pemon village with the chief’s sons
pawing and poking her, then beating her when she swore at them and
tried to fight back. The jarring image of that memory was all she
needed. She began screaming and swearing at the surprised Spaniard,
but he simply hit her with his fist and she crumpled, falling
backward until he let her drop to the stone floor. He knelt over
her, straddling her, admiring what he was about to take.

The battle continued to rage around them so
loudly that the Spaniard did not hear Rafael’s boots behind him or
realize his presence until he felt the point of a sword in his
back. Rafael knocked the Spaniard’s helmet off, and still getting
used to the feel of the rapier in his hand instead of his machete,
slashed through his thick shirt and drew blood. The Spaniard fell
to the side of Christina and taking advantage of the movement, drew
his own sword and leaped to his feet.

Rafael was not a swordsman. But he was agile
and the Spaniard was now wounded. He drew him away from Christina
and watched him thrust and parry with his own sword. But Rafael
could see it was an effort. His movements were stiff and sweat
covered his forehead. Rafael slashed with the rapier and caught the
Spaniard’s wrist. He screamed and stepped backwards, toward
Christina, whose eyes were now open, a wild expression on her
face.

The Spaniard was less than a meter from her,
his back to her. He began slashing wildly, backing Rafael into the
wall, near the machete. But Christina rolled toward him and grabbed
his foot, yanking it hard. The Spaniard stumbled and fell forward,
rolling on the stone floor as he tried to get up. It was just
enough time for Rafael to grab the machete, and as the Spaniard
struggled to his feet, Rafael swung it hard. With a surprised look
on his sweaty Spanish face, his head toppled off his body, and
rolled across the stones toward the wall, pulsating arteries
gushing bright red blood that pooled around the headless
corpse.

Blood spattered across Rafael’s face and
chest and breathing heavily, he dropped the machete and went to
Christina, still screaming, tears rolling down her face, now
spattered with blood as well. Rafael knelt on the stones to examine
her, making sure she had not been hurt.

Suddenly all was quiet. The fog evaporated
and the battle stopped as it had before, as if someone had simply
turned it off. The horses were gone, the bodies had faded and
turned into skeletons. One skeleton sprawled headless across the
stones, its eyeless skull several feet away, two or three vertebrae
hanging from it.

Rafael helped Christina to her feet and held
her tight against him, allowing her to expel her terror through her
tears and sobs. He tried not to let her feel his own shaking.

He began talking to her softly, trying to
comfort her so he could get her back to the boat and away from this
place. "Shhhh, corazon, it’s over now. They are gone," he
said, kissing her forehead. "Let me get you out of here," he said,
picking up the leather bag and putting it over his shoulders.
Christina kept a death grip on his arm. He picked up the machete
and wiped it on the shirt of the Spaniard, then returned it to its
sheath on his back. Christina could not watch. She slowly picked up
the calabash and looped it over her shoulder, never letting go of
Rafael.

"Come on," he said, and with her in one hand,
the rapier in the other, they ran across the plaza, through the
grass and toward the river. Rafael stopped once, made a deep cut in
the trunk of the Koi palm closest to the river with his machete,
than continued down the pathway and toward their boat. But now he
ran behind her, glancing over his shoulder to make sure nothing
followed them.

The sun was already high in the sky. There
was no hint of fog. They had been in the temple several hours and
now sat on the floor of the boat. Neither one had spoken.

Do not worry. You will have another
opportunity, Ayar said.

Rafael knew the danger was past and felt no
urgency to leave until they were ready. He was having some trouble
with it himself, but felt no remorse at killing the conquistador.
The bastard was about to hurt and possibly kill Christina. The
thought of losing her so quickly scared him. He held Christina,
trying to quiet her. She worried him, seeming to be all right, then
dissolving into tears. His intuition told him she was having
flashbacks of some kind, most likely from her time in Imoro’s
village. Her experience just now had brought them out. Covering her
with the jaguar cape had not helped that, but it drove the dark
intruder from her energy field.

His thoughts turned to the Sacred Cape of the
Red Jaguar wrapped around one of the mummies. He did not understand
it, but was not the student of Incan civilization that Christina
was. Still, it had meaning for him and he knew it. To be presented
with not one, but two such capes within seven days was not a
coincidence. Then there was the red jaguar itself, leading them to
the temple. There was no such thing as coincidence, he knew, just
synchronicity providing clues to the correct path. But whatever he
was supposed to find was behind one of the stones in the tunnel. Of
that, he was certain.

Christina was quiet again, and reached for
water.

"Can you eat something, corazon?" he
asked. "It would help calm you."

"No. Maybe. I’ll try," she said, looking at
him with red, watery eyes. "Rafael. I can’t get the image out of my
head of you . . . . killing that. . . ."

"What did you think I should do? Let el
hijoe’puta have you?" he said, almost angrily.

"No! No, that’s not what I meant. I’ve just
never seen anything like that. I didn’t realize you were capable of
it."

"I didn’t know I was either until I saw him
touch you," he said. He looked into her eyes and left the rest
unspoken. He reached for a papaya and sliced it. He fed it to her
one piece at a time, until she laughed at his attempts to get it in
her mouth, which had been his intent all along.

She finally washed her face with water from
their bucket and sat on her knees in front of him, looking at him
directly.

"Listen," she said. "Thank you, again, for. .
. ." She took a deep breath, trying to keep her composure. "For
saving my life. And for . . . being so willing to let me explore."
Her eyes teared up again, and she put her arms around his neck and
hugged him tightly. "God. I’m sorry I’m so weepy. That’s not
usually how I am. But I’ve never been so scared, not even in the
Pemon village with Imoro’s sons," she said. "Well, maybe then," she
said.

Rafael held her close, knowing that had to be
part of what tormented her. He consoled himself thinking that Imoro
and his sons must be dead now, too. He pulled her away enough to
wipe her tears and kiss her eyes, her cheeks, and her mouth.

"Nothing, Christina, will ever harm you. I
will not allow it!"

A tiny laugh escaped her. "You are so damned
macho," she said, then put her lips on his again, letting her
actions show him what she couldn’t yet say.

A solid bump to the boat made them both look
up. Relief flooded Rafael when he saw it was a stronger current
flooding into the stream and moving the boat.

"A signal for us to leave, corazon,”
he said. He jumped out to get the anchor, tossed it in the boat
then hesitated.

"Christina, where is my bandana? Give it to
me, please," he said. She found it and handed it to Rafael, who
tied it high up in the Koi palm he had used to anchor the boat. He
hopped back onboard, shoving them away from the sandbar. He needed
the oar to push them into deeper water until they finally
re-entered the main part of the river.

He watched Christina trying to help with what
was left of the oar she’d shoved into the crocodile’s mouth and
smiled. He’d picked the right woman.

"Come here, woman," he said and held out his
arm for her.

She put the oar down and looked at him with
slight suspicion, but stepped over the anchor and took his hand. He
pulled her to him and kissed her lightly. He started to speak but
noticed the look on her face had changed to puzzlement. "What is
it?" he asked.

She looked at his shirt, then her own. "We
should be covered with blood. Why aren’t we?"

In trying to take care of them both, he
hadn’t noticed. The blood that splattered on them when he killed
the Spaniard was gone. Yet he still wore the shirt he’d taken from
the temple. He looked at the leather bag on the floor. It was still
there and looked stuffed with what he’d put in it. The Spaniard’s
sword lay on the floor near the gunnels. He felt his pocket. What
he’d put in it was still there.

"Perhaps the same reason the bodies
disappear, but the clothing and other things remain. Let me see
your face," he said, tilting it toward the sun. "No blood, but you
are going to have a black eye."

"I am?" she said gently probing her
cheek.

"From when the Spaniard hit you."

"Oh. At least that will go away. But you—"
she said, pulling his shirt up, "probably opened your wound
again!"

"What does it look like?" he said, enjoying
her close examination of him.

"Surprisingly okay, hero. You apparently have
great restorative powers," she said, rearranging the Inca shirt.
"It’s just all so unbelievable, Rafael," she said and sat on the
seat nearest him. "Why wasn’t it all overgrown with vegetation? It
just was there, like it sprang up suddenly, for us to see."

He had not thought about that, but had no
answer to her question. He watched her rubbing her forehead again,
trying to make sense of it all. He knew what was wrong. He and
Hector had much work to do with her.

"Lie down, corazon," he said. "Put the
cape over you."

"But it’s hot," she said, sliding to the
floor.

"Do it anyway. You’ll feel better.
Lighter."

She looked up at him from the floor, her eyes
still red, but she was smiling weakly. "Okay. Doc-tor." She
pulled the cape up to her waist, enough to push the intruder out to
the edge of her energy field.

"Christina, you will be all right where we
are going. These people are very friendly. I know them well. They
will not harm you."

She took a deep breath. Then another. "Okay,"
she said. "If you say so. But, I’d appreciate it if you stayed
within shouting distance."

"Shouting distance?" he asked.

"Close by."

"Of course I will."

"Does this village have a name?" she
asked.

"Uriman," Rafe said.

"Uriman . . . . " she said, looking
perplexed. "That’s where I was supposed to go," she said to
herself. She curled up on the floor next to where he sat. Rafael
smiled to himself. He was making progress.

It did not take long to reach the village,
even fighting the current. But by staying close to shore, they
trimmed a few overhanging branches with the framework for the
boat’s absent cover, the branches landing in the boat. He knew they
were approaching Hector’s village when he saw smoke rising in
between the trees. Hector sat on a large rock at the water’s edge
waiting for them. Christina was still on the floor, tossing the
fallen branches into the river.

"As soon as I’m over whatever this is, I’m
driving the damn boat," she said.

 


 



Chapter Thirteen

 


"Rafael Santiago! You do not need to carry
me! I have shoes now," she said.

"I do. Now, be quiet. Here is Hector,"
lifting her out of the boat and walking up the hill toward the
village.

"Hector?"

"You called him 'Gold Feathers,' but his name
is Hector." Rafael set Christina down. He had the leather bag
containing the cape across his shoulders and Christina carried his
medicinas.

Christina took a better look at the man she’d
encountered in the forest. He was not wearing his feathered
headdress now, just a thin leather band across his forehead, tied
in the back of his head. His face was sun-dried and wrinkled, but
as he smiled at Rafael, his dark eyes twinkled. He appeared to be
about sixty years old, still stood straight, and looked healthy.
His muscles were toned and lean. He wore a necklace of animal teeth
and another of small bones and red beads. He smiled again,
revealing a space for at least two missing teeth.

"Do not be frightened, Christina. He is
friendly," Rafael said.

"Maybe. But he’s still a Pemon."

"You are better, Rafael?" Hector asked in
Spanish.

"Yes. I am sorry I have no tobacco or
fishhooks for you, Grandfather."

The old man smiled at him. "You can bring
some next time." He looked at Christina. "Perhaps you are bringing
this woman for me?" he asked, grinning.

"I think you know better," Rafael said,
smiling as well.

"She is your wife?" he asked.

Rafael smiled. "No."

Hector chuckled. "But you want her to
be."

Still smiling, Rafael replied, "She needs the
healing. When you healed me on the boat, she went with me. Now it’s
bringing up something very bad."

"She went with you? Very unusual. Come then,"
he said, and walked toward one of the huts farthest from the
river’s edge.

Hector’s village was not large, about seven
huts, spaced well apart to honor the Pemon’s belief in privacy. The
huts were round and made from adobe with palm-thatched roofs that
rose high to a center point. The doorways were simply an opening
without anything to close. Women sat around cooking fires, some
making a kind of bread, some grating manioc root, a staple in their
diet. Most wore dresses or shirts and long colorful, printed skirts
and sandals. Naked toddlers, with dirty feet and dusty bottoms,
chased chickens and goats, screaming with delight when they managed
to grab a tail feather. All the villagers came out to see Rafael,
and stare at the yellow-haired woman they’d heard was his wife. The
men, all Rafael’s friends, wore breech cloths or shorts and sandals
and were particularly curious. Seeing this, Rafael put a
proprietary arm around her and pulled her close to him.

"What did he say?" Christina asked
Rafael.

"That he wants to help."

"Oh. Good. But you won’t leave me alone with
him, will you? Promise you won’t?"

He knew why she was asking. "I promise."

They reached a hut at the edge of the village
near the forest and went inside. Rafael called it "the long hut" as
it was considerably larger than the rest, providing the space for
their dances and rituals, as well as housing visitors. It was the
only building in the village of wood frame construction and Rafael
had helped to build it. There were windows on each side and across
from the doorway, but there was no glass in them. It was also the
only building that had a door that included a window, but again
there was no glass. Several thick Y-shaped posts supported the
framework for the roof, thatched with palm fronds. Brilliantly
colored mats made from liana fibers covered the floor, their
geometrical designs protecting the inhabitants from any sorcerer’s
evil spells. Two hammocks made of the same closely woven fibers
were strung between posts toward the back. A low table made from a
large stump held the tools of Hector’s trade: dried leaves for
smudge, jars of tobacco water, and a pot for making
ayahuasca. Rattles, drums, feathers, and many varieties of
herbs and plants hung from the walls and ceiling. Another table,
for the shaman’s patient, stood toward the side of the room. The
smell of earth, sweat and smoke made Christina wrinkle her nose and
then sneeze.

Rafael ducked to miss hitting the top of the
small doorway. The Pemons were a short people. Rafael took his
medicinas from Christina and put it and the leather bag
under the low table.

"Tell her who I am so she is not afraid of
me," the old man said.

"Christina, this is Hector. He is the
medicine man. I call him 'grandfather' out of respect for his
position in the village."

She eyed Hector, not sure at all she wanted
him even this close.

"He is the one who did the healing ceremony,
isn’t he? Hola," she said, trying to smile.

Hector smiled, revealing yellowed teeth.
"Tell her I think she will make a fine wife for you!"

Rafael frowned at him. "He says he is happy
to see you."

"She can sit on the table," Hector said.

Rafael led her to it, then sat beside
her.

"Your wound, Rafael, let me see it," Hector
said.

Rafael pulled the shirt off. Hector looked
closely at Rafael’s wound and bruised chest. Much of the resin he
had painted on it had crumbled away leaving new pink skin
underneath. He examined Rafael’s face and eyes, then stood back and
looked at all of him.

"You are not well enough to do the healing,
Rafael."

"No? Why not?"

"There is something strange around you."
Hector looked at Rafael, unblinking. "You have killed
somebody."

Rafael stared back at Hector. "I have much to
tell you, Grandfather. There was a war. And I did kill somebody.
But . . . I don’t know how this can be . . . he should have been
dead five hundred years ago."

Hector’s eyes widened.

"And the woman?" he asked, studying
Christina. "Ah. She is the one Imoro was going to sacrifice, isn’t
she?"

"She is the one. I grabbed her when the
damned volcano started blowing ash."

He studied her again. "What happened there
was very bad, Rafael."

Rafael brushed hair out of Christina’s face
and smiled at her, trying to reassure her. "She cannot yet talk
about it, so I don’t know all of it. But whatever it is has been
coming up in her dreams. As nightmares."

"She doesn’t trust me because of it. She
doesn’t trust you either, Rafael, not completely. Does she know
Imoro is my half-brother?"

"No. I know she doesn’t trust me, at least
not totally. Yet. But she’s not had a choice. She’s had to stay
with me."

"What does she remember about the journey?"
The old man reached out his hand to touch Christina’s face. She
backed away. He smiled and looked into her eyes, and she
reluctantly allowed him to gently touch her face. "She is not well
either, Rafael. I see poison in her. And injury. Inside her. Did
Imoro do this?"

"Yes. She was very sick with it. I did what I
could for her with my medicines. But she needs the energy of it all
removed." Rafael told him what Christina had said about the white
bird and the blood. "But there’s more, Grandfather, something
unbelievable, even to me," he said.

The old man focused on Rafael. "I want to
hear, then. But we will wait until tomorrow for the healing. You
both need rest. And you must fast."

"Yes, Grandfather. But I must stay with
her."

Hector stared at Rafael, as sexual
segregation was strongly recommended before the healing ceremony.
"If you say so. What do you want to do about the cleansing for
her?" he asked.

"She’s eaten little today and yesterday.
She’s dehydrated, but we can help that easily enough. And she has
not had enough to eat for some time." He watched her face watching
them talk. "I don’t think she’d allow your women to help her
bathe."

"God, I really need to brush up on my
Spanish." Christina said, her arms wrapped across her chest,
hugging herself.

"Sorry. He understands you don’t trust him.
He says I must rest and fast before I attempt a healing. And I need
to tell him about the temple and what happened to us there. And he
asked about what has happened to you. He wants to know about the
ritual cleansing that usually goes before a healing ceremony. I’m
telling him you’ve already done part of it by eating so little the
last two days, but don’t think you want to do the rest of it, which
is to allow the women in the village to help you bathe."

"You’re right about that. You can do it
later," she said.

"I can?" he asked, grinning.

"You can make sure there are no
crocodiles."

"Not as much fun."

"Does she understand about the healing?"
Hector asked.

"Enough. She’s not afraid of it," he said. "I
don’t know any other woman, native included, who could have come
through what she did. She has incredible stamina and
ingenuity."

"And you just happened to be there to save
her from the volcano."

Rafael smiled at the old man. "There are no
coincidences, Grandfather, you know that."

"What did he say?" she asked.

"He asked me if you understand about this
kind of healing. I told him you understand enough."

"You said more than that," she said.

"I told him that you are an amazing woman to
have come through what you have."

"Ha! I haven’t felt amazing for at least two
days now."

"You will again. I promise."

"Tell me what it is that is so unbelievable,"
Hector said. "Let her lie in the hammock while we talk."

Rafael turned to Christina first. "I am going
to tell him about the temple and what happened there," he said.
"I’m putting you in the hammock while we talk. You can fall asleep
if you want." He helped her into it.

"Not in a Pemon village, hero. I need to be
able to hear your voice."

"The shouting distance. Of course,
querida." He kissed her forehead and arranged the mosquito
netting around the hammock.

"She will sleep?" Hector asked.

"She says not," he said.

Rafael turned again to look at Christina,
whose eyes were already shut, but her fist was closed tightly
around the whistle Rafael had given her.

"Nyada!" Hector called. "Bring fish and rice
for Rafael!"

Rafe sat on the doorstep leaning against the
jamb where Christina could see him if she woke up. He had to admit
he was tired as well. Although his wound was healing, he’d robbed
his own immune system of the energy for it through what had
happened the last two days.

"Now," said Hector, speaking in Spanish,
"tell me what is so unbelievable." He sat on a stump set outside
the door.

Rafael told him what happened from the time
he and Christina began their journey on the river, telling him
about the fog and how it led them to the temple and what happened
there.

"It is as if it wanted you to go in," Hector
said, puffing on his pipe. "I have heard of this before. But only
that the men who go in do not come out."

"Then why did we come out alive? Is there
something we are to do there? Is there something in there for us?"
Rafe asked.

"I believe that is so, Rafael. But it must be
the two of you together. That is the key. As for the rest, we will
know more after the healing for her."
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